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Sacredness goes beyond scriptural texts and archaeological remains per se. Its significance lies 
mainly in the active interaction between religious architecture within its dynamic ritual settings. 
The Mahābodhi Temple complex (a UNESCO World Heritage Site) and its surrounding sacred 
landscape is a ‘living’ heritage, which has been produced socially and constitutes differential 
densities of human involvement, attachment, and experience. It is highly unlikely that everyone 
would equally share and experience this sacred place in a similar way. In addition, the working and 
understanding of the Mahābodhi’s sacredness has been principally created, reproduced and 
transformed in relation to its past interpretations due to significant changes in social, cultural, and 
political scenario in India in the past century. By defining the universal essence and site/boundary 
of this sacred landscape (as recently seen in the Outstanding Universal Value of the UNESCO 
World Heritage Site designation of the Mahābodhi Temple complex), it could be seen as to 
dominate, limit and control the sacred experience. 
   
This study examined the historic and ethnographic accounts of the on-going religious 
contestations over the status of the Mahābodhi Temple complex in Bodhgayā and its surrounding 
sacred landscape to critically analyze the working and construction (and re-construction) of 
sacredness and also to illustrate the responsive processes for incorporation of the on-going 
contestations in Bodhgayā, which now finds itself as the focus of transnational political conflict. 
This endless contestation of sacredness and its meaning per se should not be seen as the ‘death’ of 
the Mahābodhi Temple; on the contrary, it illustrated the vitality of the on-going debate on the 
meaning, understanding, and use of the sacred in Indian context. This study also attempted to 
make a ground up assessment of ways in which human participants in the past and present 
responded to and interacted with this sacred place. This attempt to discover the architecture-ritual 
dynamics of the Mahābodhi Temple complex and its surrounding sacred landscape is largely 
unprecedented within the context of Indian architectural heritage management.  
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1.1 Understanding Sacred in the Indian Context 
 
It was while working on the conservation and repair project at the Rochester Cathedral in the 
United Kingdom that I was amazed to note the striking difference between understandings of 
sacred and also conservation of sacred in religious places in the western religious traditions, 
mainly Christianity, and the eastern religious traditions, mainly, Hinduism and Buddhism. 
Whereas, in the west, a church is considered as a sacred structure as it is the place for the 
congregation to praise the lord, however, in the east, a temple building is considered as the 
‘living’ abode of the god, thus worthy of veneration. Another significant difference lies between 
the inter-relationship of sacred architecture and dynamic rituals that happens primarily inside the 
church and both internally as well as in the surrounding areas in the case of a temple.  It is 
important to note here that the Rochester Cathedral is the second oldest cathedral in the United 
Kingdom, with its foundations dating back to 604 CE, nevertheless, the entire Cathedral was 
heavily restored in 1872. The Cathedral complex consists of numerous religious structures pre-
dating the main Cathedral, however, it is the main altar inside the Cathedral that is currently the 
centre of veneration. All the religious rituals are only performed inside the Cathedral, thus, 
transforming it into a significant sacred place. On the other hand, at the Mahābodhi Temple 
complex in Bodhgayā, which is the core of this study, almost everything associated with the 
Buddha and his teachings are considered as sacred whether it is the main Temple building, 
surrounding numerous religious structures, or even trees. During the field-work for this study, it 
was observed that both pilgrims and tourists who visit Bodhgayā spend their considerable time 
walking on the footsteps of the Buddha. It is believed that some twenty-six hundred years ago, 
the young Sakyamuni had spent more than six years in the surrounding areas of Bodhgayā 
seeking for the perfect wisdom. Presently, daily prayers are held inside the sanctum of the 
Temple, nevertheless, it is the holy Bodhi Tree and other places in the vicinity of the Temple, 
where Buddha is believed to have spent considerable time prior and following his enlightenment, 
are also considered as significant places of veneration and contemplation by pilgrims. This 
difference in the understanding and working of sacred places in the east and west, mainly 
regarding the inter-relationship between the built form and ritual events, which I have termed as 
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‘sacred placeness,’ encouraged me to undertake this study. It is expected that the outcome of this 
study would contribute immensely to the reading of sacred architecture, particularly in the Indian 
context, and would also further add to the better understanding and formulation of conservation 
approaches towards the ‘living’ religious places.  
 
This study rests on the premise that the understanding of the ‘living’ element of the sacred 
architecture, which lies in the dynamics of architectural-ritual events, is an essential field of study. 
Moreover, this understanding of working of the sacred could further influence the theoretical 
and practical aspects of the built heritage conservation. Specifically, my intention is to engage 
with the issue of how people in the past and the present responded to and interacted with the 
sacred Mahābodhi Temple in order to construct and sometimes re-construct of what they 
perceived its sacredness. The Mahābodhi Temple unlike most of the other monuments is a 
‘living’ religious place and during the last century or so, it has gone through several 
transformations, both tangible and intangible. These transformations not only altered its fabric 
but also how the ‘sacred’ is being controlled and preserved by different stakeholders including 
the local population comprising of Hindus, Buddhists, and Muslims; pilgrims; tourists; people 
running commercial establishments; several religious institutions in the vicinity including foreign 
Buddhist monasteries, Hindu math and temples, and Muslim graveyard and mosque; various non-
governmental organisations [NGO];1 and local, national, and international organisations. It is 
very interesting that until the arrival of the British in the early 1870s, Bodhgayā was a ‘shared’ 
sacred place with the holy Bodhi Tree and the vajrasanā (Diamond Throne) under it as the centre 
of veneration. The situation at Bodhgayā changed dramatically to a ‘contested’ sacred place with 
the advent of the British amateur archaeologists and officials of the British India Government 
including Lord Curzon, and Anagarika Dharmapāla, a lay Buddhist pilgrim from Ceylon, who 
was influenced by the British education and Orientalist ideas of religion. These parties, mainly 
the British officials have their own understanding of the Mahābodhi’s significance as a sacred 
monument and hence, they restored the Temple from the late 1870s till early 1880s in order to 
maintain its sacredness primarily as the Buddhist pilgrimage centre. The ‘Great Case’ that was 
commenced in the late nineteenth century CE was fought in the Civil Courts of British India. 
This legal battle between the Hindu mahant of the Bodhgayā Math and Dharmapāla with regards 
to the ownership of the Mahābodhi Temple greatly influenced the framing of the Temple Act of 
                                                             
1 Bodhgayā is also known as the NGO capital of India with more than three hundred NGOs, both legal and illegal, 
all competing with each other to receive maximum donations from foreign tourists in the name of the Buddha.      
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1949 by the independent Government of Bihar. This Act provided for a Hindu majority in the 
Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee of the Mahābodhi Temple, which was amended by 
the Government of Bihar in July 2013 amidst lot of opposition from other political parties who 
argued against such unnecessary religious gambit quite close to the parliamentary elections in the 
country in the mid-2014. However, the present State Government claimed that the amendment 
was necessary for the sake of secularism in the State and also for the better management of the 
Mahābodhi Temple.   
In June 2002, the sacred Mahābodhi Temple complex was designated as the UNESCO World 
Heritage Site (WHS). Based on the nomination dossier submitted by the Government of India 
and the UNESCO’s WHS designation criteria2 for the Mahābodhi Temple complex, one thing 
that becomes quite evident is that the sacredness in this particular case is being perceived only to 
be discovered in archaeological remains associated with the Lord Buddha.   
 
Criterion (i): The grand 50 m high Mahābodhi Temple of the fifth-sixth centuries CE is of 
immense importance, being one of the earliest temple constructions existing in the Indian 
sub-continent. It is one of the few representations of the architectural genius of the Indian 
people in constructing fully developed brick temples in that era.  
 
Criterion (vi): the Mahābodhi Temple complex in Bodhgayā has direct association with the 
life of the Lord Buddha, being the place where he attained the supreme and perfect insight. 
 
1.2 Methodology and Fieldwork 
 
My findings presented in this study are a synthesis of historical narratives, architecture, rituals, 
and sacred hermeneutics, which are derived from fieldwork conducted in Bodhgayā from 2010 
to 2012. Over the course of eighteen months, this study drew upon a range of ethnographic 
methods including participant observation, open-ended interviews, archival research (mostly 
done at Patna, New Delhi, and London), and measured surveys. As asked by some of my 
informants, I have either changed their names or referred to them as part of the general 
description. This was done to protect their real identities. During my fieldwork, I lived with the 
                                                             
2 http://whc.unesco.org/en/criteria/. Assessed June 2012. 
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local families, in the guest-house of the Sikkim Buddhist Temple and Archaeological Museum, 
and also in budget hotels in and around the main Temple complex. I used various 
accommodations due to two reasons, firstly, due to various festivals taking place in Bodhgayā 
during my visits, it was not possible to stay at the same place due to steep increase in room rents, 
secondly, staying at different places helped me to interact with different stakeholders and gain 
better perspective of the present sacred contestation at Bodhgayā. My stay with the local 
community helped me to develop close relationship with them and also aided me to gain their 
trust in order to share their knowledge and experiences of Bodhgayā and its surrounding sacred 
landscape. On the other hand, gaining trust of the government parties, both local and national, 
involved with the management of the Mahābodhi Temple complex was never an easy task 
because of the issue of secrecy and the red tape involved in making any official document or part 
of it available to the public. Nonetheless, having born and brought up in India, I had some 
earlier experiences of handling similar complex situations with diplomacy and lot of patience. 
Furthermore, the ability to speak the local languages and understanding of local culture did help 
me immensely throughout my fieldwork. 
 
1.3 The Mahābodhi as a ‘Living’ Humanized Sacred Place 
 
Emile Durkheim (1964), Rudolf Otto (1936), Mircea Eliade (1959) are some of the authorities 
who have written significantly on the ‘supernatural sacred.’ By supernatural sacred, I mean the 
sacred that is predominantly related to the other world, which is separate from the profane. Most 
of these monumental works described the sacred as something fundamentally opposite of 
profane, however, none explained the origin of the sacred. It is interesting that several authors in 
the past who have written about the source of the sacred examined just one type of religion, 
totemism. The methodological rationale for not examining their own contemporary and complex 
religion, like Christianity, or any other religion, say Hinduism to discuss about religion and sacred 
are never convincingly explained by the above-mentioned authors. Additionally, some of the 
authors including Durkheim obtained their information on totemism from other ethnographers, 
mainly Christian missionaries and administrators working in the remote areas and later 
interpreted the material obtained from other sources based on their understanding of Judeo-
Christian religion traditions. For example, in Otto’s (1936: 146) view “Christianity . . . stands out 




On the other hand, the ‘human sacred,’ which plays a vital role in my study is entirely different 
from the ‘supernatural’ as it is all about the people’s experience and interaction with the existing 
real world. This humanized meaning-laden sacred place is far from being uniform and same for 
everyone as it is constituted of various densities of human experiences and understandings. 
Several existing studies have approached the topic of sacred architecture in India such as Meister 
and Dhaky (1986) research primarily focuses on the evolution of ancient North Indian temple 
architecture affiliated to various dynasties of that time; Michell (1977) provides an excellent 
introduction to the meaning and forms of the temple in the Hindu society but somehow failed to 
offer a link between the sacred architecture and religious rituals and other agendas these 
buildings served; Kramrisch’s (1976) magnum opus illustrates the vastu-purusha mandala as the 
ritual diagram of squares, which she argues is the basic plan form of all Hindu temples; a brief 
discussion by Coomaraswamy (1992) on the pre-Aryan origins of the popular sacred-tree cult, 
which according to him was later adapted by the local Buddhist cult is significant in 
understanding the development of the local Buddhist cult; Vatsyayan’s (1991) edited volume 
studies the concepts of space through multidisciplinary studies such as art, architecture, and 
religion. It highlights the role of ritual space as an intermediary between the human mind and the 
divine. Correspondingly, consecrated spaces such as stupas, temples, caves are built by humans 
to facilitate this experience of becoming one with the god.    
 
Some scholarships (both published and unpublished) on how the Mahābodhi Temple has been 
approached theoretically are available to us from the existing literature: Geary (2009) uses the 
metaphor of ‘global bazaar’ to illustrate the commercial activities that are linked to and around 
the UNESCO World Heritage Site (WHS) of the Mahābodhi Temple. Geary, in his thesis 
highlights the on-going commercial activities that happen in Bodhgayā and also associate them to 
the recent WHS designation of the Temple complex, however, he completely overlooked the 
appropriateness of the WHS boundary, which was forced by the higher authorities based few 
thousand miles away from the holy site of Bodhgayā and are also oblivious of the state of the 
locals. This high handed top-down approach is the only reason for failure of implementation of 
several development plans prepared in the last few decades for the benefit of the people of 
Bodhgayā who are one of the stakeholders of the WHS Temple complex. Trevithick (2006) 
highlights the role of Anagarika Dharmapāla in the history of the Buddhist ‘revival’ at Bodhgayā 
in particular, and in India at large. He uses the term ‘revival’ to describe the Buddhist pilgrimage 
at Bodhgayā from 1811 till 1949. This clearly was not the actual picture at Bodhgayā, since it is 
known that the pilgrims visited it regularly even before the arrival of the British East India 
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Company officials at Bodhgayā and their discovery of the Buddhist sites in subsequent decades. 
Since, the Great Temple of Mahābodhi was never lost and the faithful pilgrims regularly visited 
this most sacred place, therefore, the question of its revival was out of question and irrational. 
However, the in-depth detail of the legal case between Dharmapāla and the Hindu mahant of the 
Bodhgayā Math provided by Trevithick is commendable. Nugteren (1995) describe the rituals 
around the Bodhi tree(s) in the Mahābodhi Temple complex in order to highlight the 
‘multivalent’ nature of this sacred place. Doyle (1997) with the help of ritual performances 
illustrates the two faces of Bodhgayā – one that is sacred to Hindus and the other to Buddhist 
pilgrims. Interestingly, all scholars overlooked (either intentionally or unintentionally) the 
presence of Muslims in Bodhgayā who are the local residents since at least fifteenth century CE 
as per the Imam of the Bodhgayā mosque. Furthermore, in the recent years when the land prices 
are going steeply upwards in Bodhgayā transforming its sacred landscape into a fractured 
touristscape, it is not only important but necessary to involve the local mosque authorities in any 
discussion regarding the future of the sacred place as they own significant extent of land adjacent 
the WHS boundary of the Mahābodhi Temple. It is important to note that though Muslims are 
minority population in India (only second to the Hindus) but they still holds a vital place when it 
comes to politics based on the religious issues. Religion based politics is nothing new to Bihar 
where majority of the population are still illiterate and lives below the poverty line. And this is 
where the role of the Mahābodhi Temple complex comes into play in the recent times when the 
political parties use this sacred place to gain mileage by appointing a Muslim as the Chairman of 
the Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee (BTMC), and by promoting it as a purely 
Buddhist site.  
 
1.4 Aims of this Study 
 
The Mahābodhi Temple is inherently not a sacred place. It is an ordinary physical place, which 
has been constructed as extraordinary mainly through dynamic ritual-architectural events. This is 
not just an assertion, but in the following study, I will qualify it by assessing attributes of 
sacredness. I have made this statement at the very beginning of this study to highlight the 
theoretical problematic that since ‘sacred’ is generally associated with ‘supernatural,’ hence, 
construction and constitution of a sacred place must be devoid of profane forces. This study will 
argue that since ‘divine’ and ‘supernatural’ have multivalent meanings in different religions or 
even different sects of the same religion, therefore, it is highly likely that a particular sacred place 
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could be interpreted in several different and even conflicting ways by communities, who would 
use it for various religious performances. Therefore, it is vital that sacredness of a place must not 
be recognized only in terms of architecture and canonical scriptures but also by ways its users 
interact with it socially, culturally, and politically and form various identities through such 
constructions.  
 
This study will highlight the use of religious architecture as the representation of the sacred and 
will analyze spatial-temporal elements of the Mahābodhi Temple and its surrounding sacred 
landscape. The aim of this study is to assess attributes of sacredness as: 
 
 Built forms, rituals and images 
 Beliefs in relation to human participants reflected in ‘ritual-architectural events’ 
 Different ethnographic, political and non-political narratives that influence the 
‘sacredness of the place’ 
 
In the following study, I begin with providing a comprehensive historical accounts of the 
Mahābodhi Temple, which according to me are essential to understand the transformation of the 
Mahābodhi Temple from a shared to contested sacred place. As illustrated throughout the study 
that there have been several factors linked to this transformation and the most important being 
the arrival of the British in 1870s to the sacred Bodhgayā. The British had their own aesthetic 
and religious judgements, which were significantly different to the then existing religious 
understanding in India. In the early 1874, the Burmese Buddhist King Mindon’s delegates arrived 
at Bodhgayā to offer veneration to the Mahābodhi, which is considered as the most holy 
Buddhist place on the earth, and also to offer financial help to repair the Temple and its 
surrounding sacred structures. It is important to note here that several other pious pilgrims and 
noble persons including many previous Burmese kings had done repairs to the Mahābodhi 
Temple and its surrounding structures prior to the visit by the Burmese delegates in 1874. 
However, very few archaeological records of the earlier repairs are actually been discovered and 
one has to mostly rely on religious texts and mythical stories for the extent of repairs. On the 
other hand, the arrival and works done to the Temple by the King Mindon’s delegates is well 
documented by the British in the form of reports, pictures, and drawings. Hence, I decided to 
focus on 1874 as the year to begin my study. The British archaeologists condemned the repair 
works done to the Temple in the mid-1870s under the supervision of delegates of the Burmese 
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King Mindon. This diversity of judgments regarding the repair works could be seen as possible 
beginning of the sacred Mahābodhi Temple contestation. And this was another significant 
reason to select 1874 as the starting off year of this study. To make my readers fully understand 
the historical context of this contestation, I have also provided, later in the study, chronological 
history and few narratives prior to 1874 that are directly associated with the Temple and its 
surrounding sacred landscape. 
 
In 1891, the sacred Mahābodhi Temple contestation gained impetus by the arrival of Anagārika 
Dharmapāla, a lay Theravāda Buddhist follower from Ceylon, at Bodhgayā. Dharmapāla later 
established the Maha-Bodhi Society of India and worked incessantly until his death in 1933 for 
the rightful control of the Mahābodhi Temple into the hands of Buddhists. This created a rift 
between Buddhists and Hindus, which to some amount even persists till date as shown by 
examples later in this study. The several roles of Dharmapāla such as lay the Buddhist follower, 
Theosophist Buddhist revivalist, and political monk, are all part of this study. The long and 
complex legal battle, the ‘Great Case,’ between him and the Hindu mahant illustrates pluralities of 
relative understanding and the various uses of sacred architecture. It will be argued that the 
Great Case was significantly informed by a select group of Orientalists who were essentially 
related with establishing British colonial rule and also engaged in prolonged propagation of an 
anti-Hindu polemic. 
 
It was just after India’s independence in 1947, the Bodhgayā Temple Act of 1949 was passed, 
which transferred the control of the Temple to the State of Bihar and the management of the 
Temple was entrusted to a joint committee (Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee) of 
Hindus and Buddhists, though, Hindus being in majority. Several development and repairs works 
are being carried out to the main Temple and other structures in the complex since 1953, to 
which different people reacted in diverse ways. Later in the study, I have provided few such 
examples to illustrate the tangible and intangible changes produced by these works and also to 
illustrate the responsive processes for incorporation of the on-going contestations in Bodhgayā, 
which now finds itself as the focus of transnational political conflict. This endless contestation of 
sacredness and its meaning per se should not be seen as the ‘death’ of the Mahābodhi Temple; on 
the contrary, it illustrates the vitality of the on-going debate on the meaning, understanding, and 
use of the sacred architecture in Indian context. This study is an attempt to make a ground up 
assessment of ways in which human participants in the past and present responded to and 
interacted with this sacred place. 
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In 2002, the Mahābodhi Temple was designated as a UNESCO World Heritage Site (WHS). 
During this process, a boundary was demarcated that defined the limit of this sacred place and 
also the significance of this sacred site was re-invented on the basis of its Outstanding Universal 
Value, which was heavily informed by the WHS status. A meaning-laden and socially constructed 
place such as the Mahābodhi and its surrounding areas, which acted as a medium for events that 
happened in Bodhgayā in the past and present could only be seen as inter-related and not 
divorced from each other. This sacred landscape of Bodhgayā, which addresses the entire 
ensemble of religious structures and landscape, reinforces the diversity and plurality of the 
Mahābodhi Temple’s heritage. The blatant disregard of the ‘living’ heritage of Bodhgayā and its 
capacity for continuity and change during several restoration works and development plans in 
the past by the concerned official authorities could be seen as to dominate, limit and control the 
sacred experience of the place and its environs by the pilgrims, tourists, and locals. 
 
 
1.5 Brief Overview 
 
Chapter 1 details the methodological and theoretical foundations which are fundamental to this 
study. 
  
Chapter 2 begins with a historical overview of Bodhgayā and its sacred landscape as a shared 
holy site having multivalent religious meanings for both Hindus and Buddhists. Following the 
historical significance of the Bodhi Tree, various restorations to the Temple fabric, which were 
undertaken in the last two century, will be examined. It will be argued that these restorations not 
only contributed to the physical transformation of the Mahābodhi’s built heritage but also 
influenced processes that re-defined its usage and subsequently its sacred placeness. The sacred 
‘fluid’ geography of Bodhgayā, represented in seven full-scale reproductions of the Mahābodhi 
Temple and its surrounding sacred landscape in the neighbouring Buddhist countries, also 
illustrates that the meaning of sacred was beyond the structure, but also comprised of how 
people interacted with and used the surrounding spaces. 
   
Chapter 3 analyses the rise, decline, and revival of Buddhism in India. It also examines the role 
of various key actors, mainly, the mahant Giris, British colonizers, and Anagarika Dharmapāla, in 
the re-discovery and re-invention of Bodhgayā’s multivalent sacred landscape. To understand 
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why these people reacted in a particular way to certain renditions of the past so to claim and 
legitimize their present positions, their life and influences will be analysed.  
 
Chapter 4 illustrates ‘constructing sacred place’ narratives in the post-colonial India. It will 
examine the Bodhgayā Temple Act 1949 and its use in the management of the Mahābodhi 
Temple. Using examples of sacred places surrounding the Mahābodhi Temple complex, it will be 
demonstrated that similar to sacred buildings, religious images too could have multivalent and 
fluid identity that mainly depends on the interaction between the viewer and the image. What are 
the appropriate forms of worship at the Mahābodhi Temple was the point of great debate both 
at the court during the legal proceedings and also outside in the form of public lectures and 
publications. For this reason, rituals prescribed (or not in the case of Buddhism as argued by 
some scholars) in both Hindu and Buddhist religions and also the act of worship in a wider 
context will be discussed. This would be done to highlight that the sacred placeness of a place in 
general, and the Mahābodhi Temple in particular, lies in the nature and functions of ritual events 
and performer’s experiences.  
 
Chapter 5 focusses on the construction and uses of sacred heritages in and around the holy 
landscape of Bodhgayā. This chapter examines in detail the various pluralist meaning-laden 
sacred sites. The examination will be primarily based upon architectural-ritual experiences of 
pilgrims, tourists, and the locals. Though most people accept the past of Bodhgayā and 
surrounding areas as sites related with Buddha’s life and most importantly his attainment of 
enlightenment under the holy Bodhi Tree but their understanding of the parts which made up 
that very past vary significantly. It will be argued that these differences in understanding were 
developed due to the fact that various people have their own interpretations of the past and they 
tend to work and re-work it according to their ‘own’ uses.  
 
Chapter 6 highlights that how in the recent past, mainly after the UNESCO World Heritage Site 
designation in 2002, the sacredness of the Mahābodhi Temple and its surrounding areas is being 
continuously re-packaged by the Government authorities to suffice their political and religious 
agendas. It will be illustrated that the WHS status immensely contributed to the on-going 
contestation regarding the control of the site. In addition, it also helped in constructing the 
‘official’ discourse about the universal outstanding value of the site as a Buddhist monument as it 
completely disregarded other shared sacred sites around the main Temple complex, which have 
more Hindu following. The WHS status has transformed the sacred geography of Bodhgayā 
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immensely and rapidly in the last decade. The WHS status and subsequent production of several 
policy documents and their complete failure even at their implementation stages have created 
new conflicts between diverse stakeholders regarding politics about the control of space and its 
significance. 
 
Chapter 7 is the concluding chapter, which discusses the complex issue of working and evolution 
of a ‘living’ sacred place, such as the Mahābodhi Temple complex in an attempt to find an 
approach for conservation and development that is suitable for the heritage structures as well as 
the people of Bodhgayā. A model that maintains the sanctity of this sacred place but also 
acknowledge that conservation is about managing the change in a manner that it celebrates 
religious pluralism of Bodhgayā and creates sustainable future and a sense of peace and harmony 











Sacredness goes beyond scriptural texts and archaeological remains per se. Its significance lies 
mainly in the active interaction between religious architecture within its dynamic ritual settings. 
To assess attributes of sacredness as built forms, rituals, and human beliefs this chapter will 
provide an overview about the religious significance of Bodhgayā and its surrounding sacred 
landscape, and will also illustrate the history of the Mahābodhi Temple from its origin to the 
present time. Several repair and restoration works, which were carried out to the Temple will 
establish the chronology of the Temple from its heydays of royal patronage to ruinous state and 
its subsequent revival from ruins to the UNESCO World Heritage Site. Various parties such as 
British colonialists, Asian Buddhists, and Indian Hindus all had played a quite significant role in 
this whole process of re-inventing and re-constructing the idea of sacred, which draws its 
meaning not only from religious but also from social and political relationships. Linking the 
Mahābodhi Temple with the politics of heritage, it would be argued that, as Chidester and 
Linenthal’s puts it that it is “a sacred space (that) is not merely discovered, or founded, or 
constructed; (but) it is claimed, owned, and operated by people advancing specific interests.”1 
 
The transformation of the Mahābodhi Temple from a shared to contested sacred place is quite 
pertinent to this study. It should be noted that even after successive waves of Muslim invaders 
and the Mahābodhi being maintained by a lineage of Hindu mahant for several centuries, the 
conflict over its control and organization was never a significant issue until the late nineteenth 
century CE. In this chapter, the history of the Mahābodhi Temple would illustrate the issue of 
whether Hinduism and Buddhism during their early phases were relatively more tolerant and 
understanding towards each other. In addition, it would also detail the production and control of 
this sacred place and the fluidic nature of sacred landscape that provides ways to assess the 
characteristics of sacredness.  
 
 
                                                             
1 Chidester and Linenthal (1995: 15) 
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2.2 Bodhgayā and its Surrounding Sacred Landscape 
 
 
Figure 2.1: Bodhgayā and its surrounding sacred landscape. Note the partly visible sikhara of the Mahābodhi Temple in the 
background.  (Source: By Author 2010) 
 
Bodhgayā, as the place of the Buddha’s enlightenment is a site of extraordinary significance. It 
has grown from a quaint small village to become a bustling tourist town situated on the banks of 
the Phalgu River located eight miles south of the famous Hindu pilgrimage site of Gayā in Bihar. 
This holy site has found special mention in several texts and pilgrims’ accounts which designate 
it as the only place where Siddhārtha Gautama could have attained Bodhi, or perfect awakening, 
as well as the enlightenment place of all the fifty-two Buddhas of the past and future. According 
to the legend recounted by the famous seventh-century Chinese pilgrim scholar, Xuan Zang, 
Siddhārtha spent six years of painful and profitless penances at an isolated cave (now known as 
Mahākāla Cave) on a hill (presently known as Prāgbodhi Hill/ Dungeśwarī-devi Hill) before 
realizing the futility of self-mortification. He was warned by the mountain Deva of severe 
consequences if he continued his quest at the same mountain: “This mountain is not the 
fortunate spot for attaining supreme wisdom. If here you stop and engage in the ‘Samadhi of 
diamond,’ the earth will quake and gape and the mountain be over thrown upon you.” Acting on 
the advice of the mountain deva Siddhārtha descended and stopped half-way after seeing a great 
stone chamber and sat down cross-legged when again he was instructed by the deva of the pure 
abode: “This is not the place for the Tathâgata to perfect supreme wisdom. From this south-
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west 14 or 15 li, not far from the place of penance, is a Pippala (Pi-po-lo) tree under which is ‘a 
diamond throne.’ All the past Buddhas seated on this throne have obtained true enlightenment 
and so will those yet to come. Pray then, proceed to that spot.”2   
  
Siddhārtha then followed the middle path and accepted food offering from Sujata, daughter of 
the chieftain of the nearby village of Senanigama and commenced his journey to a spot about 
three kilometres south of Prāgbodhi Hill. On his way to the Bodhi Tree, he was offered eight 
handfuls of kushá grass by the grass-cutter Sotthiya, which he placed on his seat under 
the Bodhi Tree. The bodhisattva made a resolution while sitting cross-legged facing the east, he 
said: “Let my skin, sinews, and bones become dry, and welcome! And let all the flesh and blood 
in my body dry up! but never from this seat will I stir, until I have attained the supreme and 
absolute wisdom!”3 This was the culmination of his perfections developed over countless aeons, 
that no being, not even Māra and his dreaded army, could unseat the bodhisattva from the 
Aparajita throne. When challenged by Māra, the bodhisattva called upon the earth to bear 
witness to his Thirty Perfections, by touching the ground with his right hand. Instantly, the earth 
responded with a great quake that shook and scattered Māra and his forces until they fled in 
defeat. Before the sun had set, the bodhisattva had vanquished Māra and his forces. Then with 
mind tranquilized and purified, in the first watch of night, he developed the knowledge of past 
lives; in the middle watch, the divine eye; and in the last watch, he developed the knowledge of 
destruction of taints and attained supreme enlightenment. The supreme Buddha (Samma-
sambuddho) had arisen in the world on the full moon day of Wesak in 588 BCE.4  
                                                             
2 Beal (1884: 114) 
 
3  Warren (1922: 76) 
 
4 Affixing dates to the Buddha’s life presents a quite a conundrum, as there are a number of different chronologies 
presented in Buddhist texts. There is some agreement within religious circles on the sixth-fifth century BCE, c. 483 
BCE for his death. Academic circles are still not agreed among themselves, and they do not agree with the religious 
community. Some even think the date probably closer to the fourth century BCE. Since most of authorities 
responsible for the recent construction of Bodhgayā – i.e., Indian archaeologists, historians, Government officials, 
Theravadā monks, and members of the Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee – have tended to draw on what 
has been referred to, in scholarly circles, as the ‘long chronology’ (one taken from several Sri Lankan chronicles, 
which locate the Buddha’s birth in 624 BCE and parinirvāna in 544 BCE), for the sake of convenience, I have 
decided to do so as well. For an excellent overview of scholarly debates revolving around this issue, see Bechert 
(1982: 24-36), ‘The Date of the Buddha Reconsidered,’ Indologica Taurinensia 10, as well as other two volumes he 
edited, The Dating of the Historical Buddha (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1991) 
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Post-Enlightenment                                          ‘Northern’ Tradition 
(Buddhism practiced mainly 
in Tibet) 
‘Southern’ Tradition 




First week Meditated under the 
aśvattha tree 
Meditated under the 
aśvattha tree 
Meditated under the 
aśvattha tree 
Second week Undetermined period 
of time with the Nāga 
Muchalinda 
Stood looking at the tree Stood gazing at his 
Bodhi Tree from the 
Anemesa locana 
Stūpa 




Studied the Twelve 
Nidāna (Twelve-fold 
Chain of Causation) in 
and around Bodhgayā 
area 
Walked near the tree but 
under a patra tree (Borassus 
flabellifera) 
Walked up and down 
~ the promenade 
(cankramana) 
Fourth week Sat in a place where the 
gods (devas) paid obeisance 
to him 
The Ratnaghara 
where the gods (devas) 
paid obeisance to him 
Fifth week Meditated with the Nāga 
Muchalinda 
Meditated under the 
Rājāyatana tree 
Sixth week Meditated under the 
Ajapālā Nigrodha (banyan) 
tree 
Meditated under the 
Ajapālā Nigrodha tree 
Seventh week Meditated where Brahmā 
requested him to teach 
Meditated with the 
Nāga Muchalinda 
 
Figure 2.2: List of sacred spots where the Lord Buddha is believed to have spent time after attaining enlightenment. 
(Source: Adapted by Author based on Huntington 1985: 54-61) 
 
Fa Xian visited the holy site in 409 CE and notes time after time that at each significant spot 
associated with the life of the Buddha (see figure 2.2), men raised towers and placed figures, 
some of which still remain.5 Even several centuries after Fa Xian’s visit, certain architectural 
elements still remain in-situ (thanks to the British archaeologists who heavily restored the 
Temple complex in the late 1870s), which are just enough to cater to the faithful at this sacred 
site. Hence, every year the Buddhist travellers (both lay and monastic) from around the world 
journey to Bodhgayā, the sacred site of enlightenment, to perform rituals and receive divine 
blessings of the Lord Buddha. On the one hand, Bodhgayā has immense significance for the 
Buddhists as the most important pilgrimage place in India because of the ‘Diamond Throne’ 
(vajrāsana), the place where the Buddha attained supreme wisdom, while on the other, due to its 
close proximity to Gayā and its inclusion in the Hindu pilgrimage network, it also draws 
thousands of Hindu pilgrims who come here to worship the Buddha deva, commonly viewed as 
the Vishnu’s avatāra, and perform ancestral rites called Gayā-śrāddha.  
                                                             
5 Legge (1886: 88) 
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For numerous centuries, Bodhgayā was venerated both by the Hindus and Buddhists and was 
regarded as a shared sacred place. However, it was during the colonial period when the 
contestation started and control over it was sought over it by Anagarika Dharmapāla, a Sinhalese 
Buddhist, who started a movement in 1891 by founding the Mahābodhi Society to rescue 
Bodhgayā from the hands of Hindus. After a long legal battle between the Hindu mahant and 
Dharmapāla, and several failed attempts by the British colonizers to hand over the charge of the 
Mahābodhi Temple to Buddhists whom they considered as its rightful owners, the Bodhgayā 
Temple Act of 1949,6 which was passed soon after India’s independence by the Bihar Legislative 
Assembly, secured peace between the Hindus and Buddhists. Though the Act was in place, the 
situation at the holy site since the last two decades remain apprehensive as several Hindu and 
Buddhist religious organizations held demonstrations in Bodhgayā and elsewhere in India, 
agitating for the complete control of the Mahābodhi Temple complex. This whole affair of the 
alleged control of the sacred place took a new turn when in 2002, the UNESCO inscribed the 
Mahābodhi Temple complex to its list of the World Heritage Site (WHS). After the WHS 
recognition, Bodhgayā saw a huge influx of tourists, which very rapidly and significantly changed 
the surroundings sacred landscape into a fractured touristscape.  
 
 
2.3 Bodhgayā in History 
 
At the age of twenty-nine, Prince Siddhartha renounced his family and luxuries of home and 
practiced yogic meditation under two great hermit teachers (the names vary) – Ārāda Kālāma of 
Vaishali and Udraka Rāmaputra of Rajagaha [modern Rajgir], however, he felt dissatisfied with 
the learning of advanced stage of concentration from both of them and moved on to pursue his 
quest. Later he was joined by a group of five Śaiva ascetics (again, the names vary) called ‘Jatilas’ 
(an order of Brahmanical ascetics) and began practising severe austerities in the forests around 
Bodhgayā, then known as Urevalā. Urevalā has been mentioned in the Buddhist writings, where 
‘Jatilas’ were inhabitants at the time when Prince Siddhartha first visited the place (Anand 1996: 
132). After attaining enlightenment under the Bodhi Tree, two merchants named Tapussa and 
Bhallika became his first lay disciples. The Buddha after attaining enlightenment accepted the 
request of the Lord Brahmā to teach Dharma. The first two persons he desired to teach were his 
earlier two hermit teachers, who both died just days before his great awakening, as told to him by 
Brahmā. Later, the Buddha travelled to Benares’s Mrgadāva to preach his first sermon to the five 
                                                             
6 Please see Appendix 1 for more on the Temple Act of 1949. 
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Śaiva ascetics namely Kondanna, Bhaddiya, Vappa, Mahanama and Assaji with whom he had 
earlier sought Enlightenment and converted them as Buddhist monks. The Buddha later 
returned to Urevalā and also converted three fire-worshippers matted hair ascetic brothers – 
Urevalā Kassapa, Nadi Kassapa, and Gaya Kassapa together with their one thousand disciples 
after much effort and at times showing his psychic powers. These legends of the Buddha 
performing miraculous acts and converting Śaiva ascetics to ordained Buddhist monks after his 
perfect awakening are according to Vinaya Pitaka, Mahāvagga I (Horner 1962: 1-45). However, 
these legends were never written down during the Buddha’s lifetime and believed to be 
remembered by oral traditions until early centuries of the first millennium BCE when the Pāli 
Tripitaka was first written, though its manuscripts and translations currently available are of 
relatively later date (Langenberg 2013: 46-7). It is indeed quite possible that some of these 
legends were specifically added in later additions to counter rival religions and to demonstrate 
the supremacy of Buddhism over Brahmanic traditions.  
  
Bodhgayā, Buddha’s hermitage, is one of the four most sacred places associated with the life of 
Buddha and is also noticed in the annals of Buddhism. The other three sites are – Kapilavastu, 
his birth-place; Benares, where he first promulgated his doctrine; and Kushinagar, the place of 
his parinirvāna. Bodhgayā must have been quite different in the past from what it is at the present 
times, a city full of hotels/ guesthouses bustling with touristic activities. In the past, it must have 
been a purely pilgrim place, where monks from all over the world converged and lived 
peacefully, revered by the locals. When Xuan Zang visited the sacred place in 629 CE, he 
described Bodhgayā as a prosperous, flourishing town, especially when compared to Gayā, 
which, in his words, was a desolate place. The prosperity of Bodhgayā continued in the Pāla 
period (750-1174 CE) during which kings of the Pāla dynasty and devotees from different parts 
of India as well as Ceylon built several shrines and statues and a steady stream of pilgrims flowed 
in from all parts of the world. Cunningham in his report described Bodhgayā as a large thriving 
village with the river Liláján (corruption of the old Sanskrit Nairanjaná, meaning ‘the 
immaculate’) running along the eastern boundary of the place (Cf Mitra 1878: 1-2). Running 
downstream a mile below Bodhgayā (near Prāgbodhi Hill/ Dungeswari Hill), Liláján meets with 








2.4 Origin and History of the Mahābodhi Temple till the Sixteenth Century 
  
The Mahābodhi Temple at Bodhgayā is the most revered 
centre of pilgrimage for the Buddhists from all over the 
world for it is at this sacred place where the Buddha 
attained enlightenment and also spent seven weeks in 
meditation after attaining perfect wisdom (see figure 2.3). 
Though nobody could state with accuracy about the date of 
its erection (and later redevelopment) and the names of its 
builder, I have tried below to map out its evolution from a 






Figure 2.3: Sculpted Bhārhut bas-relief (Pasenadi Pillar outer face) c. 100-80 BCE 
presently at the Indian Museum in Kolkata, India.  
(Source: By Author 2010) 
 
King Pasenadi (c. sixth century BCE) [Sanskrit: Prasenajit], the ruler of Kosala with its capital at 
Śravastī was a lay follower of the Buddha. Kosala and Prasenajit both find several mentions in 
the Vishnu Purāna, Ramayana, and Mahabharata. As per the Vishnu Purāna,7 Prasenajit shared the 
same Ikshvaku dynasty lineage as Rama, who is considered by Hindus as the seventh incarnation 
of the Lord Vishnu. Pasenadi had several chances to hear discourses of the Buddha and gain 
wisdom from the Lord himself (Samyutta Nikaya (Sagatha Vagga, verse 3.1-25). It was him who 
according to the Burmese chronicles surrounded the Bodhi Tree with a double wooden wall 
enclosure as a mark of adoration and worship.8 If the chronicles are to be believed, this was 
technically the first tree shrine, which after some two hundred years King Aśoka replaced, if any 
of the wooden structure survived that long. According to the Buddhist literature written in the 
second century CE, Aśokāvandāna (“Narrative of Aśoka,” a part of Divyāvadāna), Buddhist King 
Aśoka made a pilgrimage to the holy place of the Buddha’s enlightenment in c. 260 BCE (during 
tenth year of his reign) and erected a pavilion in the form of a tree shrine (bodhi-ghara).9  
                                                             
7 Wilson (1840: 463) 
 
8 Cunningham (1892: 31) 
 
9 Strong (1989: 119). The eight rock edict of Aśoka also mentions his tour to Sambodhi during the tenth year of his 
coronation but it remains silent on the erection of the Bodhi Tree shrine by the pious king. 
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If the Bhārhut bas-relief (dated c. 100-80 BCE) 10  (see figure 2.3) is considered an accurate 
depiction of what was actually erected by Aśoka, the original temple was an open-air two-storied 
pavilion supported on octagonal pillars (bodhi-ghara)11 with the vajrāsana throne in the middle, the 
whole temple was surrounded by railings (perhaps wooden), which could have been used for 
protection of the temple or just as a demarcation of sacred and profane spaces. Beyond the 
railings one could see a stone pillar with elephant column very similar of what is known to have 
been erected by Aśoka. However, Huntington (1985: 59-60) argues that the commemorative 
highly polished quadrangular sandstone slab under the Bodhi Tree placed by Aśoka was not a 
“surrogate for the vajrāsana” rather its intention during that period was to act as a platform 
(āyaka) in front of the tree on which offerings were made to the tree itself” as also seen in the 
Bhārhut bas-relief railing.12 Whatever the case, the bas-relief definitely suggests that the Bodhi 
Tree must have been closer to the present centre of the Temple, different from its current 
position. I will discuss more about the Bodhi Tree and its position in the next section.  
 
Basing on the four different inscriptions found on the stone railings (now are in Archaeological 
Museum, Bodhgayā and Indian Museum, Kolkata) of a later date (c. second-first century BCE),13 
Barua (1934: 8) attributes noble lady Kurangi and her fellow people for the further development 
of the inner court as depicted in Bhārhut bas-relief. According to him (Ibid.: 40), the earlier formal 
enthronement of the Bodhi Tree by Aśoka was in the form of a highly polished quadrangular 





                                                             
10 Huntington (1985: 60) 
 
11 Coomaraswamy (1939: 225-35) thoroughly documented the many variations in relief images of these bodhi-gharas 
in ‘Early Indian Architecture II. Bodhi-gharas.’  
 
12 Cunningham (1892: 19) provides an interesting example of the erection of a white marble slab under the Bodhi 
Tree at Mahābodhi in Ceylon as late as in 1884 CE for the reception of the offerings of flowers. 
 
13 Dhammika (2007) ‘Relighting the Lamp: Bodhgaya from 1420 to the Present’, 
http://www.buddhanet.net/bodh_gaya/bodh_gaya04.htm. Accessed May 2010. 
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Figure 2.4: Terracotta plaque believed to depict the Mahābodhi 
Temple as it existed in second-fourth century CE. It is dated c. 
fourth century CE. It was found at Kumrahar near Patna, and is 
currently exhibited at Patna Museum in Bihar.  








A terracotta plaque (c. fourth century CE) believed to depict the Mahābodhi Temple as it existed 
in second-fourth century CE was found at Kumrahar near Patna is another chronicler that 
enable, though not very accurately, the development of the sacred architecture. According to 
Huntington (1985: 61) the pyramidal temple (see figure 2.4) is believed to have replaced the 
earlier humble shrine under the Bodhi Tree. The pyramidal structure of the plaque is 
considerably shorter in height than the present Temple and also shown without the four small 
corner temples on the upper terrace that adorns the present Temple.14 It is rather interesting that 
Fa Xian who visited Bodhgayā in 409 CE did not mention the existence of any temple in 
Bodhgayā in his memoirs, though he did indicate existence (with no precise location) of the 
“three monasteries, in all of which, there are monks residing.”15 So either the temple depicted on 
the terracotta plate is not the Mahābodhi Temple (as also suggested by Coomaraswamy16 and 
Barua17) or that Fa Xian might have seen it on his visit to Bodhgayā, but did not consider it to be 
significant enough to deserve a special mention in his memoirs and just grouped it with the three 
                                                             
14 Huntington (1985: 60) 
 
15 Legge (1886: 89) 
The official webpage of the Archaeological Survey of India states that “Fahien first makes reference to the main 
temple and the Bodhi tree in 404-05 A D” Since no reference was provided, I was unable to verify this information, 
which seems to be contradictory to the accepted scholarly knowledge.  
http://asi.nic.in/asi_monu_whs_mahabodhi.asp. Accessed January 2010. 
 
16 Coomaraswamy (1992: 105)  
 
17 Barua (1934: 45-7) 
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monasteries he mentioned to have seen in Bodhgayā. It is important to note here that although 
Fa Xian did travel to most of the important sacred Buddhist places on his travels in India but his 
main objective was to collect Buddhist manuscripts on the subject of vinaya (monastic rules) and 
to take them back to his country for translation in Chinese. After spending fourteen years and 
travelling to thirty different countries in Central and South Asia, he wrote down his travel 
memoirs only after returning back to China in 414 CE. Though his accounts provide quite vivid 
picture of early Buddhism and the history and geography of the countries he visited, however, 
most current scholars agree that they could not be considered as perfectly accurate because Fa 
Xian was heavily depended on the local interpreters and their folklore for translation of rock 
edicts written in indigenous languages. Furthermore, he relied on his own knowledge of the 
Buddhist legends acquired in China to understand the history of Buddhism in India.    
 
Dhammika (2007) contends with Barua’s (1934) assertion that the noble lady Kurangi and her 
compatriots was the builder of the bodhi-ghara and vajrāsana throne temple but rather another 
private shrine built near the original Aśokan temple. He based his argument on different 
translations by several scholars of the same Brahmi inscription “rajapasada cetikasa” found on the 
coping of one of the surviving stone railings of the earlier Mahābodhi Temple found by Major 
Mead during archaeological excavations in 1864.18 Bloch reads these nine letters as “raja-pasada-
cetikasa” meaning “to the caitya (cetika) of the noble temple.” Cunningham translates the same letters as 
“rajapasada-cetika sa” meaning “the royal palace, the caitya.” Luders suggest the meaning of “raja-
pasada-cetikasa” as “to the King’s temple.”19  This clearly confirms the polysemous nature of the 
ancient texts and visual narratives in stone and paint and the way they are interpreted and 
understood in various contexts. It also emphasizes the importance to recognise and accept the 
history not only on the basis of legends and vice versa.  
 
Similar to Fa Xian, another Chinese pilgrim, Xuan Zang, visited India on an epic journey of 
South Asian Buddhist world from 629 to 645 CE. However, unlike Fa Xian, Xuan Zang’s main 
purpose to visit Indian subcontinent was to learn more about the Buddhist doctrines from the 
learned monks of the subcontinent. Xuan Zang in his travel records provided a rather garbled 
account of the great Temple in Bodhgayā. He is believed to have visited Bodhgayā in 629 CE 
                                                             
18 Mitra (1878: 63)  
 
19 Cf Barua (1930: 15) 
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and according to his travel records, which were written after eight years of his visit (637 CE), he 
credits a Brāhmin votary of Śiva-Maheśvara of reconstructing the small vihāra built by the Aśoka 
into a large scale Temple of about one-hundred sixty or one-hundred seventy feet high and his 
younger brother for excavation of tank, the Buddha Pokhar, to the south of the Temple. And 
even the master sculptor of the exquisite Buddha image that has been installed inside the main 
worship hall of the Temple was a Brāhmin.20 The main objective of undertaking this pious job 
was to follow the holy command of his deity Śiva-Maheśvara to fulfil his desire to obtain the 
position of minister to a reigning king that was later fulfilled, but Xuan Zang’s account does not 
mention the name of the king. Similar to Fa Xian, Xuan Zang also relied on the locals and their 
legends to interpret the Buddhist sacred places and writings in vernacular languages. 
Undoubtedly he must have been also aware of the earlier legendary work by Fa Xian that might 
have also helped him in finding and also understanding of various Buddhist sacred places.  
 
The reason I said above the ‘garbled’ account of Xuan Zang is while he credited building of the 
magnificent temple to the Śaivite Brahman who later became a minister but does not mention 
the necessary works required such as clearing the present structure(s) and removing the holy tree, 
etc. for construction of such a massive temple. On the other hand, he alleged Śaśānka-rāja, the 
Lord of Gauda, a staunch supporter of Śaivism for ordering the destruction of the temple and 
uprooting the Bodhi Tree in order to establish the supremacy of his own religion over 
Buddhism. While he praises one of his ministers who was entrusted with the job of destruction 
to save the statue of the Buddha in the main worship hall of the temple with the help of a 
Buddhist devotee who managed to hide the Buddha’s image by erecting a large wall and drawing 
a figure of Śiva-Maheśvara on the wall only to be demolished after the death of Śaśānka-rāja. 
Pūrnavarmā, the Buddhist king of western Magadha who was described by Xuan Zang to be 
“the last of the race of Aśoka-rāja” was deeply saddened by the news of sacrilege of the holy 
place and the most sacred Bodhi Tree at Bodhgayā by Śaśānka-rāja. It is said that he travelled to 
Bodhgayā after the death of Śaśānka in 626 CE and successfully resuscitated the holy Bodhi Tree 
and “surrounded it with a wall of stone some 24 feet high” to prevent it from further damage. 
Both Cunningham and Mitra are in unison that instead of resuscitating the existing Bodhi Tree, 
which would not have been possible due to building of a large Temple, Pūrnavarmā must had 
planted a new Bodhi Tree on the terrace of the Temple some thirty-feet above the original 
                                                             
20  Beal (1884: 119) 
23 
 
ground level.21 Xuan Zang in his notes mention to have seen the Bodhi Tree encircled with a 
wall (or a terrace as per Cunningham, which is described in detail later) twenty-feet high. 
 
Barua (1934: 190-5) labelled Xuan Zang of being credulous with regards to his accounts of 
destruction and redevelopment of the Mahābodhi Temple.22 He argues that sacrilege of the holy 
place was never the main objective of the pious Śaśānka-rāja, on the contrary, it was under his 
auspices and personal supervision of whose Brahmin ministers the great Temple at Bodhgayā 
was carefully built in the late sixth century or early seventh century CE.23 He emphasized that a 
great consideration was given to retain the existing structures at their own place and to allow 
only removing what was deemed necessary for the redevelopment. During excavation of the 
Temple basement in 1881, Cunningham found out the original vajrāsana, the stone pillars around 
it, and beautifully carved lotus stone marking stones of the Jewel-walk shrine in what he believed 
was in their original positions. If we would to believe Barua (1934) then why would Xuan Zang 
portray Śaśānka-rāja as an anti-Buddhist? It is interesting to note that Xuan Zang’s patron King 
Harshavardhana of Thaneswar (eastern Punjab) who was a Buddhist convert had fought several 
wars with Śaśānka-rāja to avenge the death of his elder brother and his predecessor, King 
Rajyavardhana. King Harshavardhana presented Xuan Zang with huge farewell gifts in the form 
of several thousand gold pieces and large elephants and even provided him with military escort 
to carry his prized collection of the Buddhist manuscripts when he finally departed India in 643 
CE.24  
 
I-Tsing was another Chinese pilgrim who visited India between 671-695 CE. Like his 
predecessor Chinese pilgrims, he also visited the sacred Buddhist places of northern India. In his 
travel records, I-Tsing mentions about his visit to the Mahābodhi Mahāvihāra near the Bodhi 
Tree, which was built a king of Ceylon and perform religious rituals such as offering of robe to 
                                                             
21 Cunningham (1892: 30) 
 
22 This is in accordance to Mitra (1878: 99) who also found no mention of any account of destruction of the Bodhi 
Tree by Śaśānka in the Sanskrit Buddhist manuscripts collected by Mr Hodgson in Nepal. 
 
23 Cunningham (Ibid.) calculates the date of restoration to be between 600–620 CE. 
 




the Buddha image, worship of the Bodhi image, etc.25 Interestingly, he never made any reference 
to the actual tree and the temple, which according to Xuan Zang were given a new lease of life 
some half a century prior to his visit to the sacred place of perfect enlightenment. 
  
The earliest known repairs to the Temple were done in the seventh or eighth century CE as per 
the stone inscriptions on the coping of the old railings. The repairs as per the inscription 
included providing the Temple “with a new coating of plaster and paint” and also funds for 
“perpetually recurring repairs to the Temple.” Barua (1934: 197-8) credits this pious act to a 
Ceylonese pilgrim Prakhyātakīrtti who together with Udayaśrī another Buddhist upāsaka from 
Ceylon visited the sacred place in order to attain Buddhahood and performed worship in front 
of a brass image of the Buddha by lighting a lamp of ghee. The seventh century CE saw several 
Chinese pilgrims visiting Bodhgayā and other holy Buddhist places in India during the reign of 
the converted Buddhist King Harshavardhana (reigned during 606–647 CE) as he had developed 
cordial relations with China very early during his rule.  
  
In 1881, Cunningham during excavations at the Mahābodhi Temple complex found 
“numberless” Buddhist sculptures, which he dated as the early ninth century CE. It was when 
the great Pālas’ empire (mid-eighth to twelfth century CE) ruled most of India and parts of the 
current Afghanistan, Pakistan, China, Nepal, and Bangladesh. While inscriptions found suggests 
Pālas’ strong adherence to Buddhism, however, they ruled the country at the time when several 
religions were followed by the lay people. The Vedas, Śaivism, Vaishnavism, and even Jainism 
were popular part of the society during their rule. People during those times regarded both the 
Buddha and Jinas as incarnations of Vishnu and worshiped them in temples together with Śiva 
and Vishnu. However, the earlier Pāla kings were followers of more recently founded Mahāyāna 
sects of Buddhism, which during that time was in the midst of further transforming themselves 
into Vajrayāna and Tantrayāna sects. The Pālas were known to be the great patrons of Nālanda 
and Vikramshila Universities though they also donated lands to Brahmins for erection of temples 
and their maintenance. An inscription found by Cunningham26 records “the installation of a 
Mahādeva-Chaturmukha (Śiva-Brahmā) in the Bodh-Gayā temple . . . (in) the reign of King 
Dharmapāla . . .” Hence, it could be said that the earlier Pāla kings were liberal as far as the 
matter of religion was concerned. They are considered responsible for the introduction of 
                                                             
25 Takakusu (1896: xxxii-iii) 
 
26 Barua (1934: 198)  
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Mahāyāna Buddhism in the present Myanmar, Tibet, Bhutan and Malay Archipelago. Although, 
the earlier kings followed Buddhism, according to the inscriptions found, the later kings in the 
lineage during the late ninth century did not adhere to their parental religion of Buddhism and 
converted to Śaiva cult.27 Furthermore, the new religion that was being accepted by the rulers 
and society was a mélange of both Buddhism and Vedic Hinduism. This marked the slow 
disappearance of Buddhism as a popular religion in India due to the loss of support of the 
patron Buddhist kings and also due to the invasion of South Bihar by Turkic rulers lead by their 
military General Ikhtiyar Uddin Mohammad bin Bakhtiyar Khilji during the end of twelfth 
century CE.28 The Turkic regime’s iconoclastic vandalism resulted in razing several of the Hindu 
and Buddhist temples, monasteries and mutilation of many sacred images. The Mahābodhi 
sanghārāma29 was also demolished completely by the Muslim invaders and the surviving resident 
Ceylonese Buddhist monks, if any, must have been fled in order to save their lives making 
several sanctuaries deserted, which were in their direct control. In 1234 CE, Dharmasvamin, the 
famed Tibetan monk visited Bodhgayā and described Buddhasena30 as the king of Magadha 
ruling at Vajrāsana or Bodhgayā. He also stated that Buddhsena fled briefly to the forest at the 
advent of Muslim invaders only to return after the invaders had left Bodhgayā. Dharmasvamin 
mentioned meeting with King Rāmasimha of Tirhut in 1236 CE and King Buddhasena of 
Magadha in 1234 CE,31 which indicates that the local rulers were still ruling their territories even 
after sudden Muslim attacks. In addition, it also shows that the Muslim invaders were never able 
to establish any permanent administration (except in Odantapuri, modern Bihar Sharif in Bihar) 
and the escaped rulers returned to their respective territories when the danger was over.  
 
                                                             
27 Bagchi (1993: 94-100)  
 
28 O’Malley (1906: 22)  
  
29 As per the Bengal District Gazetteers: Gaya (O’Malley 1906: 47), around the year 330 CE, for the first time a splendid 
monastery was built to the north of the Bodhi Tree for Ceylonese Buddhist pilgrims by the Buddhist king of Ceylon, 
Meghavarna with the permission from King Samudra Gupta. This monastery was the only place of residence for the 
Ceylonese pilgrims who continued to visit the holy place of Bodhgayā, install images of the Buddha and make 
endowments in the coming centuries.     
 
30 In the Jānibighā inscription of Jayasena, Buddhasena has been described as Pīthīpati. As per Roerich (1959: xv), 
Pithī was merely an abbreviation of Vajrapītha and was nothing else than Bodha-Gayā itself.  
 
31 Roerich (1959: xiii) 
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During the reign of the Pāla dynasty in the early eleventh century CE, several Chinese pilgrims 
visited Bodhgayā and performed acts of merit such as they “presented a gold-embroidered holy 
robe to be spread over the Diamond-throne of the Buddha” and erected stūpas near the holy 
spot of Enlightenment. Several inscriptions engraved on stone-slabs discovered by Cunningham 
in the early 1880s provided evidence for a regular flow of Chinese pilgrims to Bodhgayā during 
Chinese Han and Sung dynasty.32  
 
Harvey argues that King Kyanzittha was the first Burmese ruler (reigned from 1084 – 1112 CE) 
who repaired and restored the Mahābodhi Temple in Bodhgayā. The third Talaing inscription at 
the Shwehsandaw pagoda at Prome (now Pyay) states that he “gathered together gems of divers 
(sic) kings and sent them in a ship to build up the holy temple at Buddhagaya and to offer lights 
which should burn for ever there. Thereafter, King Kyanzittha builded (sic) anew, making them 
finer than before, the great buildings of Asoka, for they were old and in ruins.”33 However, no 
inscription describing King Kyanzittha monumental works have been ever found at Bodhgayā or 
any other place. Perhaps this was a popular legend which made its way into the history as a mark 
of respect for the great Buddhist king who not only built the beautiful and grand Ānanda 
Temple but also successfully completed the unfinished building works of the Shwezigon pagoda 
by his father King Anawratha.  
 
An important Burmese inscription found fixed on a wall at the Mahant’s residence by 
Cunningham in 1862 CE highlights the important repair and rebuilding works undertaken by 
Burmese missions. It also emphasizes how different scholars interpret the same inscription 
suggesting an occurrence of a historical event. This same inscription was translated and 
published by three scholars before publication of Cunningham’s Mahābodhi in 1892 CE. 
Cunningham provides a full translation of the inscription by Ratna Pāla, a Pāli scholar and Hla 
Oung, a Burmese scholar and interestingly both inscriptions suggests building of a shrine by 
Aśoka on a holy spot where the Buddha took a meal of milk and honey.34 Furthermore, it praises 
various kings for repairing and rebuilding the same whenever it fell into disrepair. It is a known 
fact that the Buddha very kindly accepted the food offered to him by a lady named Sūjatā and 
                                                             
32 Barua (1934: 199-200)   
 
33 Harvey (1925: 42) 
 
34 Cunningham (1892: 76) 
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this place is located at the other side of River Nirañjanā. Nevertheless, scholars basing on this 
inscription have published historical events of the Mahābodhi Temple that are generally accepted 
other than dates assigned to them.           
 
Basing on the above-mentioned Burmese inscription, Barua35 asserts that a ruler of Arakan, King 
Letyāmengnan (period of reign 1112 – 1167 CE) who was helped by King Alaungsithu to regain 
his throne, later repaired the sacred shrines at Bodhgayā on the request of King Alaungsithu. The 
supervision of the repair works was entrusted to Penthagu, son of the Lord of Seinnyet. Though 
Barua states King Letyāmengnan and Penthagu as the main benefactors for the repair of the 
Mahābodhi Temple but from the translations by Pāla and Oung it is quite clear that Penthagoogyee 
must be an honorific title given to a high priest or Maha-Upāsika as also suggested by 
Cunningham and not someone named as Penthagu. This Burmese inscription further highlights 
the fate of the temple after earlier repairs as stated above. It states that several years after repairs 
done by Penthagoogyee, the temple fell into disrepair again and this time, as recorded by Barua, a 
pious king of Upper Burma, titled as Theinpyu-Thakin-tara-Mingyi sent his royal preceptor Srī 
Dhammarājaguna and provided him enough money to execute the repair works to the sacred 
temple.36 Nonetheless, he was unsuccessful to accomplish the task assigned to him. On the 
request of Thera Waradathi or Varadassi, the king once again sent another mission comprising a 
young prince and minister to undertake the repair works. The works started in 1305 CE and was 
successfully completed in 1306 CE with the consecration of the temple. 37  The repair and 
restoration works included considerable rebuilding of the main Temple that included walls and 
pinnacle; repair to existing stone-railings; new carved granite pillars to match existing stone-
railings; addition of two great buttresses; and an addition of the basalt throne of the Buddha 
inside the temple.  
 
An inscription discovered by J D Beglar at Bodhgayā in 1885 casts light on another visit by 
Burmese pilgrims who not only paid their reverence to the holy temple but also offered a large 
                                                             
35 Barua (1975: 63) 
 
36 Barua (1934: 208-9) 
 
37 However, as per Cunningham, the works by Theinpyu-Thakin-tara-Mingyi started in 1079 CE and completed in 1086 
CE. For more on his reading of the dates, please refer to Cunningham (1892: 77) Mahābodhi or The Great Buddhist 
Temple under The Bodhi Tree at Buddha-Gaya. 
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copper-gilt umbrella. The date and the language of the text as engraved on the umbrella is a 
matter of debate among several scholars. According to Cunningham this Burmese inscription 
dates from the eleventh century CE, however, as per Barua this Mön or Talaing inscription by 
pilgrims from Lower Burma belongs either to the fourteenth century CE or sixteenth century 
CE. Barua38  states that the King of Pegu, Dhammazedi, despatched a mission from Lower 
Burma to Bodhgayā to collect plants of the holy Bodhi Tree and also make detailed recordings of 
the Mahābodhi Temple to rebuild its replica back home. It is interesting to note here that the 
Burmese King Htilo Minlo who reigned during the thirteenth century CE built the Mahābodhi 
pagoda in Pagan (now Bagan) on the model of the Mahābodhi Temple in Bodhgayā. It may be 
possible that the inscription discovered by Beglar was a gift by the Lower Burmese mission of 
Dhammazedi sent in the late fifteenth century CE.   
 
Several lithic inscriptions found at Bodhgayā and also the history of religious architecture of 
Burma (now Myanmar) provides a clear indication of the sincere interest of several Burmese 
kings in the Mahābodhi Temple since the eleventh century CE until fifteenth century CE when 
the guardianship of the Temple was claimed by an orthodox Śaivaite sannyāsin. In addition, of the 
continuous interest of the Burmese rulers, inscriptions also provide an account of the religious 
activities happening in and around the Mahābodhi Temple. The Jānībighā inscription of Jayasena 
discovered not very far from Bodhgayā is an important finding in this regard. This inscription 
which has been dated November, 1202 CE39 recorded a grant by King Jayasena through Śāsana 
or Charter of a village named Kotthalā in Saptaghatta to the Ceylonese monk (abbot?) of the 
Mahābodhi sanghārāma, Mangala Svāmin 40  who must also have been the care-taker of the 
Diamond vajrāsana to maintain the vajrāsana and also the monastery attached to it, or the 
residence of the Ceylonese monk himself.  Mangala Svāmin who hailed from Ceylon was known 
to be the master of Tripitaka and his reference in the Jānībighā inscription highlights that as late 
as the beginning of the thirteenth century CE, officiating priests of the Mahābodhi were Śrāvakas 
(i.e. Hīnayānists) from Ceylon.  
 
                                                             
38 Barua (1975: 67) 
 
39 Roerich (1959: xv-xviii) dates this inscription as 1283 CE. 
 
40  Mangala (Sanghrāja) Mahasthavira, as per the Vrttamālākhyā, was composed in Sanskrit by Rāmacandra 
Kavibhāratī, a great poet of Gauda in Bengal during the thirteenth century CE. 
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In 1234 CE, Dharmasvamin, the famed Tibetan monk visited Bodhgayā and saw “the empty 
throne of Sākyamuni of the ’Phrul-snan Temple of Tibet” which was in worship in the open 
space near the Bodhi Tree. He also noted that “No one other than they (three hundred 
Ceylonese monks), could sleep in the courtyard of the main temple.”41 At least four known 
inscriptions has been discovered in Bodhgayā that ascertain the repair and rebuilding of a 
gandhakuti (temple) of Buddha at Bodhgayā by Mahāyānist King Aśokavalla of Sapādalaksha 
(Sawālakh hills in Punjab?) under the supervision of a renowned Buddhist teacher, 
Dharmarakshita, who hailed from the country of Kamā (Kumaon hills in Uttarakhand?). Out of 
the four inscriptions found, three of them are dated as 1251, 1274, and 1269 CE.42 Bearing in 
mind that the inscriptions found were around eight hundred years old, a difference of forty-fifty 
years in fixing its exact date as debated by scholars is nominal, what is more important to note 
here is that within a gap of few years the long and considerable Ceylonese authority at Bodhgayā 
was suddenly lost. Nor it is known that how they acquired a vested interest in the Mahābodhi 
Temple and became its privileged and élite priests. Without any doubts, it could be said that the 
influence of Buddhism in India started to gradually diminish after the Muslim conquest, however 
it never completely disappeared and survived in few pockets including Kashmir, which was its 
earlier stronghold. Abul Fazal, the famous court historian and biographer of Akbar wrote that at 
the end of the sixteenth century Buddhism could not be found anywhere in India but in Kashmir 
where he met few Buddhist but found none among them quite learned.  Not much information 
regarding the Mahābodhi Temple may be obtained from any source since the late thirteenth 
century till the arrival of a wandering Śaivite mendicant in Bodhgayā in 1590 CE who later made 
the Mahābodhi Temple as his place for religious devotion and also built a Hindu math 
(monastery) near it to provide accommodation to the members of his Order. It is said that the 
Temple and its surroundings were in a ruinous state when the Śaivite mendicant first arrived in 
Bodhgayā since most of the Buddhist monks fled the sacred place due to the onslaught of the 
Turkic armies in the early twelfth century. The arrival of this Hindu sannyāsīn (later recognised as 
the mahant of the Bodhgayā Math) at Bodhgayā and his subsequent possession of the Mahābodhi 
Temple is of great significance to understand the shared nature of the sacred Mahābodhi Temple 
complex. It was a successor of this Hindu mahant who fought a long and complex legal battle 
                                                             
41 Roerich (1959: xxii) 
 
42 Barua (1934: 204) dates the last inscription as 1239 CE. Barua (1981: 67-8) dates all these three inscriptions 




that started in 1891 with Anagarika Dharmapala, a Sinhalese pilgrim, to define the ownership of 
the Temple. This legal battle and subsequent events converted this shared sacred space into a 
contested one. This would be the subject of detailed study in the next chapter.         
 
 
2.5 Bodhi Tree – Its History and Significance  
 
No matter how high and mighty is the Mahābodhi Temple, it is none other than the Bodhi Tree 
(Common name: Pipal; Botanical name: Ficus religiosa) that is the most sacred object of worship 
at Bodhgayā under whose friendly shelter that Sākyamuni obtained the perfection of wisdom and 
became the Buddha. The holy Tree with the vajrāsana underneath is thought to have been the 
most revered in the past. They have been relocated as described above and presently are partially 
hidden from the view of pilgrims by a high stone/ cement railings and a golden umbrella all of 
which are built by donations from pilgrims. The Hindus believe that the original Bodhi Tree was 
planted by the Lord Brahma himself while the Buddhist chronicles claim that it was magically 
sprang up at the time of the Buddha’s birth. As per Mitra (2005: 92) the Buddhists attribute it to 
one Dugdhakáminí, a king of Ceylon (101-77 BCE) who ruled several centuries after the 
Buddha’s Enlightenment. Moreover, Mitra attempts a futile effort to relate Dugdhakáminí to the 
maiden Sujátá on the basis of feminine gender (Sanskrit: ‘Dugdha’ meaning ‘milk’; Sanskrit: 
‘káminí’ means ‘maid’), who offered the rice-milk offering to Sākyamuni before his 
enlightenment. 
 
The fig tree assumes special importance in the Hindu tradition owing mainly to its ‘two-way 
growth’ (aerial ‘roots’ growing downwards). The symbolism of this tree is mentioned in the 
Purānas, and also in the fifteenth chapter of the Bhagavad Gītā (1–4). 43  Two varieties of 
                                                             
43 In the Bhagavad Gītā the evolution of life has been illustrated by the Aśhvattá tree: Urdhva-mulam Adhahsakhah 
Asvatham Prahurh Asyayam.   
In Padma Purāna Uttara-Khanda Ch. CLX we find that the Aśhvattá tree is symbolised as a living form of Vishnu. 
Vāyu Purāna Uttararddha Lesson 49. Verses 26, 29. X describes high sanctity and veneration given to the Aśhvattá 
tree:  
I repeatedly bow to thee, O, Aśhvattá. Thou, O Tree whose leaves are constantly nodding; Thou that art 
always the cause of preservation of the universe, Thou that art of the form of pure knowledge; Thou art the 
embodiment of all sacrifices.  
Since, O, Aśhvatta, prince of Tree, Narayan dwells all the time in Thee, Thou art always auspicious and the 
most praiseworthy and the effective destroyer of earthly miseries. 
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the fig (called Aśhvattá in Sanskrit), the banyan tree and the pipal tree are the most revered in the 
Indian tradition since Vedic times, and both are considered as the ‘Trees of life’.44 The banyan 
symbolizes fertility, according to the Agni Purāna, and is worshipped by those wanting children. 
It is also referred to as the Tree of immortality in many Hindu scriptures, thus making it an 
appropriate point of conclusion for a ceremony intended to propitiate the spirits of the deceased. 
According to the Sri Gayā Mahatmya of the Vāyu Purāna (100, 7-29), pilgrims should perform 
śrāddha at Dharmāranya and Matangavāpi (i.e., the two vedis just east of Bodhgayā), after which 
they should also perform śrāddha and pay their obeisance to the Bodhi Tree with the following 
laudatory salutation: 
 
“I bend my head in obeisance to thee, o Aśhvattás, the lord of trees, standing as a living form of the 
Holy Triad of our pantheon with thy high fame as Bodhi-druma, the renowned Bo, for the release 
of the dead forefathers, the makers of the line of descent. Those in my direct line and those 
connected with my mother’s line, the kith and kin who have gone into the state of woe, may they, 
from thy holy sight and touch, pass into an eternal state of heavenly life. The triple debts have I 
paid, o king of trees, by coming on pilgrimage to Gayā. By thy benign grace am I rescued from the 
awful ocean of existence and liberated from deadly sins.” 45 
   
In Kālinga Bodhi Jātaka (Vol. 4, No. 479),46 it was declared by the Buddha to Ānanda that the 
objects proper to be worshipped are of three kinds – Seŕirika (relic of his body); Uddésika (relic 
of memorial); and Paribhógika (relic of use or wear). In the same legend, the Buddha further 
emphasized that a shrine of memorial would be improper because the link between the 
worshipper and the memorial depend on the imagination only. Hence, when he was asked for 
permission to build a shrine while he was still alive, he sanctioned planting of a seed from the 
Bodhi Tree in Bodhgayā at the gate of Jetavana monastery near Savatthi, thus, emphasizing its 
great significance as the living Buddha. Since then the Bodhi Tree has been considered by the 
Buddhists as a form of ‘chaitya’, a symbolic edifice that represents the Lord Buddha and also 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
I bow unto that Shining One, who is the bearer of the conch, the discus, and the mace, and has assumed the 
form of the Aśhvattá, who is lotus-eyed and is Hari bearing the form of a tree. 
 
44 According to an old Hindu saying, ‘it is better to die a leper than to pluck the leaf of a pipal.’ 
 
45 Barua (1975: 233-4) 
 
46 Cowell (1901: 142-3) 
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symbolizes enlightenment. Several tangible records in the form of stone reliefs at Bhārhut and 
Sanchi have been found depicting the Bodhi Tree as a memorial of the Blessed One. It was only 
since the beginning of the Kushana period (first century CE) that images of the Buddha in 
bhūmisparśa mudra (earth touching gesture) started to appear and gradually began to gain more 
prominence.  
 
The Bodhi Tree has played a significant role in Buddhist mythology (Kālinga Bodhi Jātaka, Vol. 2, 
No. 229). It is said to have provided shade for the throne upon which Śākyamuni attained 
liberation and also witnessed the divine moment of Māra’s defeat. According to Buddhist 
commentaries, different Buddhas attained enlightenment seated under different trees and each of 
them became the Bodhi Tree, which were located at the same spot as the Bodhi Tree of 
Gautama Buddha. In the present Buddhist religious system only the Bodhi Tree of the Buddha is 
reverenced. However, not every Bodhi Tree can be regarded as a sacred chaitya such as stūpa or 
the Buddha image. Prince Vajirayana Varoros, former Supreme Patriarch of Thailand, 
emphasizes that only the Bodhi Tree which has been planted as the symbolic representation of 
the enlightenment can be considered sacred. In the case of the sacred tree that has grown next to 
a stūpa or a vihāra, branches or roots of the tree that can cause damage to the sacred structure 
can be cut back, since “.... the sacred structures are considered to be more important than the 
sacred Bodhi Tree” (Cf Khanjanusthiti 1996:98). This view is however, different from the 
Buddha’s declaration of the Bodhi Tree as a supreme object of worship as it symbolizes 
enlightenment and no other memorial irrespective of scale or age could possibly replace its 
significance as a living object of enlightenment.   
 
The present site of the Mahābodhi Temple complex is full of archaeological treasures such as 
ancient stūpas, temples, etc., however, as also mentioned earlier that the most venerated entity 
among all the existing objects in-situ is the Bodhi Tree situated at the rear of the main Temple 
(see figure 2.5). It is believed that Sākyamuni attained supreme wisdom under this Bodhi Tree,47 
which has went through an eventful life of several deaths and revivals but it eventually 
maintained its domain through grafts and seeds. Though nobody can say precisely how many 
                                                             
47 The dates of the Buddha’s life have never been authoritatively settled. However, as per the stone signage adjacent 
to the Bodhi Tree erected in the late 1990s by the BTMC around the Temple complex to inform visitors about the 
seven sacred spots associated with the Buddha’s enlightenment states the year of the Buddha’s enlightenment as 623 
BCE. The signages were provided for the ease of visitors and also to settle the sacred spots and the historical dates 
once and for all.   
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times it died and was revived, but, according to written histories, the present Tree is believed to 














Figure 2.5: Note the position of the 
Bodhi Tree at the rear of the 
Mahābodhi Temple. (Source: 
Archaeological Survey of India, 1971) 
 
As said in Aśokavandana that the holy Tree has been perished in Aśoka’s time by his queen-
consort who was not pleased with the attention and time dedicated on Buddhism by Aśoka. 
However, the Tree was revived through a meritorious deed by Aśoka. Xuan Zang  describes that 
King Aśoka  before converting to Buddhism under the influence of heresy attempted to destroy 
the Bodhi Tree himself, however, the holy Tree re-sprouted at the same spot mysteriously 
changing the heart of Aśoka.48 Since no other known authority attested this act of the otherwise 
pious Buddhist King Aśoka, Barua (1934: 3) asserted it as a fictional tale by the Chinese pilgrim. 
It is believed that another attempt to cause intentional harm by cutting the sacred Tree was made 
during the second century CE by Puyshamitra, the founder of Sunga dynasty. Though, we find 
conflicting opinions among scholars as to whether Puyshamitra could be charged for such an 
alleged act of vandalism or this was again another fictional story with no historical precedence. 
 
It has been described earlier that during the late sixth century or early seventh century CE, 
Śaśānka-rāja cut down whatever then remaining of the Bodhi Tree as part of preparing the site 
                                                             
48 Beal (1906: xvi) 
34 
 
for building the Great Temple. It is only after the death of Śaśānka, the Buddhist King 
Pūrnavarmā travelled to Bodhgayā and successfully planted a new Bodhi Tree on the Temple’s 
terrace, which by then was around thirty-feet higher than the original floor level of the Temple. 
This is in the opinion of Cunningham and Mitra and also would make more logic as Pūrnavarmā 
would not be able to resuscitate the tree in its earlier position unless he would have demolished 
the newly built large Temple by Śaśānka-rāja on the exact spot of the earlier vajrāsana and the 
Bodhi Tree. The Buddhist chronicles said that a cutting from the Bodhi Tree at Anuradhapura in 
Sri Lanka, which is believed to be a direct descendant of the original Bodhi Tree in Bodhgayā, 
was planted at Bodhgayā when the original Tree died.49 
 
Figure 2.6 D’Oyly’s pen and ink drawing of 
sculptures on the terrace adjoining the 
Mahābodhi Temple at Bodhgayā in Bihar, dated 
28th December 1824. (Source: ©The British 
Library Board. All Rights Reserved) 
 
There is a widespread agreement that 
the original Bodhi Tree must have 
stood on a level with the ground. 
Xuan Zang when visited the spot in 
637 CE described the platform with 
a stone seat on it and was quite distinct from the terrace.50 However, during the course of the 
history, the Tree has passed through many vicissitudes, it has been cut down at least three times 
and renewed several times by dropping a seedling into the decayed spot of the old Tree. The 
platform around it also gradually rose due to zealous works by Burmese and Pāla kings till it 
came up to the height of the terrace around thirty-five feet above the ground-level as seen by 
Mitra in 1877. 51  In 1809, Buchanan found the Tree in full vigour and noticed five circular 
masonry rings around its trunk. D’Oyly who visited the holy Tree in 1828 described it as “The 
Pepul Tree, like the Banaian is sacred to the Hindoos and is preserved with devotional care. 
Under the trees are all their shrines and images, as well as burial places, and to keep up the 
tradition that some are everlasting, young plants are trained to supply the decay of the old and 
                                                             
49 Haberman (2013: 95) 
 
50 Mitra (1878: 94) 
 
51 Mitra (Ibid.) 
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worn out Tree. That represented in the plate rises from the bottom of the terrace, which is in 
height about 30 feet, and is embraced by the terrace, while round it, is a flight of steps. The dark 
grey stone images are well sculptured” (see figure 2.6). General Cunningham when visited the 
spot in 1861 described the sacred Tree as a cluster of numerous trees, which were predominantly 
decayed with only few younger branches still green. In 1863, Mitra pronounced the celebrated 
Tree as “decayed and dying” with “two green branches and the stumps of three or four dead 
ones.”52 Nevertheless, several Hindu sculptures could be found under the Bodhi Tree that were 
still being worshiped by visiting pilgrims. Mitra described these sculptures as: 
  
“On the steps of the pyramidal basement of the tree there are, on the north side, the images of 
four Hindu divinities – (i) a Mahádeva with four arms, holding a pitcher, an alms-bowl, a rosary, 
and a lotus. The right lower hand of the figure shows a lotus mark on the palm, and on each side 
of the figure there is a female attendant; (ii) a figure of Vishnu of the usual style, with a male and a 
female attendant; (iii) Hara and Párvatí, the latter seated on the lap of her lord, and having her 
hands on his neck: her lord has one hand on her breast and the other on her chin. On the pedestal 
of this figure there is a Burmese inscription of a modern date; (iv) Ganesá. On the east side there 
are images of Padmapáni and of a demon.”53 
 
Major Mead, in 1863, noticed the collapse of the north side of the buttress due to the mounting 
pressure of the growing roots of the Bodhi Tree. Mitra credits the building of this alien new wall 
to the Burmese repairers, consequently, “destroying the original appearance of the place.” 54 
Cunningham saw the holy Tree next in 1871 and again in 1875 when he described it as 
“completely decayed.”55 In 1876, during the repair works to the Temple, the dead Bodhi Tree 
was knocked down by a storm and was later replaced by Cunningham by a seedling of its parent 
Tree, which was about three feet high.56 
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53 Mitra (Ibid.: 99-100) 
 
54 Mitra (Ibid.: 92) 
 
55 Barua (1934: 5) 
 


























Figure 2.7: Various plans of the Mahābodhi Temple superimposed on each other to show its history during several centuries. 
Note the position of Bodhi Tree pre and post-Cunningham’s restoration works in the late 1870s. [Source: Adapted by Author 
from Cunningham (1892: Plate II; XI)] 
If we compare plans of the Mahābodhi Temple (see figure 2.7), it is quite clear that the present 
Bodhi Tree planted by Cunningham in 1876 was not exactly introduced at the same position as 
the old Tree. And the original old Tree would have been somewhere near the inner vajrāsana [V1, 
see figure 2.7]. The present Bodhi Tree has been moved as compared to its previous location. 
This was definitely a more convenient location for the Bodhi Tree to grow away from the 
Temple without damaging it. However, the issue of replanting of the Bodhi Tree at different 
locations warrant a question that whether even after several relocations does the Bodhi Tree is 
still eligible to be called as the holy Tree under which Sākyamuni gained the perfect wisdom and 
KEY: 
1. BODHI TREE IN ITS PRESENT LOCATION 
2. CRUCIFORM FORM OF AŚOKAN TEMPLE ~ BY CUNNINGHAM 
3. CIRCULAR RINGS ~ DEMOLISHED DURING 1870s WORKS 
4. BODHI TREE PRE-1876 
5. VAJRĀSANA, OR ADAMANTINE THRONE [V1]~ INNER ~ BELIEVED TO BE UNDER 
PEDESTAL IN SANCTUM SANCTORUM OF MAIN TEMPLE 
6. VAJRĀSANA, OR ADAMANTINE THRONE [V2] ~ OUTER ~ DISCOVERED DURING 
1870s WORKS 
7. BUTTRESSES ~ DEMOLISHED DURING 1870s WORKS 
8. MAIN TEMPLE ~ FOOTPRINT ~ POST-1870s WORKS 
















became the Buddha? And whether it is the event related to the Tree and not the actual spot that 
is more significant and sacred to the people? This issue will be further discussed in details in 
chapter five when this study will focus on inventing sacred spaces and redefining sacredness. 
Now returning to the question of replanting by Cunningham, Warren (1987: 147) provides an 
interesting story that Cunningham after “Finding shoots from the old Tree, received permission 
to encourage one to grow and to transplant this to a place nearby where the Buddha supposedly 



















Figure 2.8: The current plan of the Mahābodhi Temple at Bodhgaya. Note the other pipal tree to the north of the Temple 
believed to be planted by Cunningham in 1876. (Source: Adapted by Author from Archaeological Survey of India, 2012) 
 
As seen in the figure 2.8, another pipal tree could be found on the north of the Temple with few 
Hindu sculptures placed underneath it, which were moved there (see figure 2.6) from underneath 
the old Bodhi Tree while it was replanted by Cunningham. Some sculptures were even removed 
to the Bodhgayā Math. ‘Report on the Bodh Gaya Temple by the Committee appointed by the 
All India Congress Committee and the Bihar Provincial Hindu Mahasabha’ in The Maha-Bodhi 
(1926: 16), explains the mystery of two pipal trees near the Temple. It states that “In the course 
of the restoration the old Mahābodhi Tree fell down and two saplings from it were planted on 
two places one in its original place just to the west of the temple and the other at a distance of 
some 80 ft. to the north of the temple to which place were also removed the images from 
underneath and near the old Bodhi Tree and kept on a platform. It is said that this latter tree was 







During the early twentieth century when the Hindu mahant and Sinhalese Buddhist, Dharmapāla, 
were engaged in a legal battle to claim the Mahābodhi Temple exclusively for their respective 
religious populace, Balindralal Das (nd: 102-104), a noted advocate from Gayā, made a very clear 
statement against the Buddhists’ unfounded claim of exclusive right to worship under the main 
Bodhi Tree and argues that the Hindus have a right to perform their rituals under a substitute of 
the original (west) tree. Das (Ibid.) asserted that the west Bodhi Tree has been always worshiped 
by nearly two hundred eighty million Hindus of India and the Hindu mahants have been 
performing Homam on every new moon day and on every important religious occasion 
underneath the same Tree for more than a millennium. He further highlighted that any forceful 
ouster and deprivation to perform the Hindu rites even by the British masters would not be 
tolerated and labelled the story of planting another north pipal-tree by Cunningham as a fiction. 
“Under what authority could General Cunningham have ousted the Hindus from the worship of 
and from the offering of Pinds (sic) under the Bodhi-Tree by planting a second tree (even if this 
statement is correct), it is difficult to understand”, wrote Das.  The same north tree is currently 
surrounded by a broad stone platform and statues (mostly of Hindu deities) placed underneath 
the tree. During my several field visits from 2009-12, it was found mostly occupied by the 
Buddhists to conduct their various rituals such as meditation, walking meditation, chanting, and 
discourses by senior Buddhist monks. The images which were placed openly (their bases firmly 
cemented to the platform) under the tree until 2011 (see figure 2.9) recently got an iron cage all 
around it to protect the figures from damage by pilgrims or possible theft, as per the BTMC 
officials. However, one would wonder why after so many years the BTMC felt the need to cage 
the figures and whether it is their way to control this 
sacred space? During my field visits, it was also 
observed that the Hindu pilgrims visited this tree to 
pay their homage as a part of the larger Gayāksetra’s 
network of śrāddha-vedis, however, the whole ritual 
would last briefly. Nugteren (1995:156) described the 
Hindus at the Mahābodhi Temple complex to 
“behave more or less as tourists. They are the ones 
who look bright and worldly, carrying cameras, and 
exhibiting only a minimum of ritual behaviour.”  
Figure 2.9: A Buddhist monk meditating under the substitute north 
Bodhi Tree. Also note the figures of deities placed under the Tree, 
which were relocated there from underneath the main Bodhi Tree at 
the rear of the Mahābodhi Temple.  (Source: By Author 2010) 
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2.6 History of the Mahābodhi Temple from the Seventeenth till Twenty-First Century 
CE: Redefining the Sacred 
 
Not much information is available to study the condition and development around the 
Mahābodhi Temple during the seventeenth and eighteenth century CE. However, several 
detailed records in the form of inscriptions (some even believed to be fabricated as in the case of 
Wilkins’ inscription No.13, c. 949 CE),57 paintings, and publications are readily accessible to 
gauge the development that may have had occurred in and around the sacred landscape of the 
Mahābodhi Temple since the nineteenth century CE. It was once again the pious and 
enthusiastic Burmese kings who led the meritorious acts to repair the sacred Temple in the 
nineteenth century CE. It has been well established that Brahmans have served at the courts of 
the Burmese kings from the Pagan period to the fall of the monarchy in 1885.58 These Brahmans 
who were generally called as punnas provided rituals for the earthly needs of the kings such as 
consecration of a king, astrology, etc. Leider emphasized that these rituals were mainly 






                                                             
57 Mitra (1878: 202) argued that the translation of a Sanskrit inscription copied from a stone at Bodhgayā by Mr 
Wilmot in 1785 and later translated by Sir Charles Wilkins with the help of some Hindu pandit(s) from the 
Bodhgayā Math as fabricated on the basis of the character used during the time of the inscription for which the key 
to the alphabet was then undiscovered. This translation was published in 1864 in the first volume of the ‘Asiatic 
Researches’ (pp. 284f) and claimed that someone named Amara Deva, a Brahman (as per Cunningham), as the 
builder of the temple in the sixth century CE. In Mitra’s opinion the translation was only meant to glorify and 
legitimize the Hindu control of the Mahābodhi Temple and the surrounding architectural remains such as Buddhapad 
(stone imprints of the Buddha’s feet) of the fourteenth century, and the Pancha Pandu temple of the eighteenth 
century. In short, it could be seen as an act of Hindunization of the sacred Mahābodhi Temple complex at the time 
when once again it was the centre of attraction but this time for the English explorers of Indian antiquities.  In 1811, 
Francis Buchanan was unable to trace the actual stone inscription while he was in Bodhgayā.  
  
58 For more on the possible origins of the Brahmans in Pagan and later arrivals, please see Bo (1998: 7) 
 
59 Leider (2006: 159) 
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Three inscribed bricks, which were found on the steeple of the dilapidated Mahābodhi Temple 
by Cunningham highlighted that in 1810, a Burmese mission was sent together with ample 
money by the Therāvada Buddhist king Bodawphaya to carry out repairs to the Temple60 in 
order to increase his merit and also to establish direct contact with Majjhima-desa, the holy land 
where Buddhism originated.61 It is quite possible that the mission sent by the Burmese king 
included punnas (court Brahmans of Burmese kings), which would have helped the Burmese 
mission to gain easy access to the Mahābodhi Temple that was then under the control of a 
Hindu Śaivite mahant. On their return to Burma, the mission brought back books on religious 
and secular subjects, which were later translated into Burmese, statues of the Buddha from 
Benares, and Bodhi Tree saplings and earth from Bodhgayā.62  
 
As per Barua, in 1811, the king of Burma, Bodawphaya (1782–1819) himself visited Bodhgayā to 
pay his veneration to the most sacred Buddhist place in the world. 63 However, no other record 
mentions the king’s personal visit to Bodhgayā. Nevertheless, pilgrimage to the holy places was 
always one of Bodawphaya’s intentions regarding India since “The endowment of a Buddhist 
sacred site was perceived as an assured method of lay devotees acquiring sufficient merit to 
ascend to one of the Buddhist heavens, or assist a monk on the path to nirvāna.”64 During the 
thirty-seven years of reign, king Bodawphaya sent eight missions to India. The revolt of 
Chinbyan (1811-12), the leader of Rohingya insurgents to capture Arakan from Burma also 
happened in 1811. Though this revolt was crushed by Burmese but it later strained the 
relationship between the British colonial government and king Bodawphaya over the latter 
demanding extradition of Rohingya insurgents from the British controlled East Bengal blaming 
them to support rebellion against Burma.65 
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The Hindu mahants’ unwillingness to maintain the Mahābodhi Temple and the fact that regular 
missions to Bodhgayā by the Burmese kings were failed to upkeep the Temple in a good 
condition was later confirmed by surveyor Francis Buchanan, who while working for the 
Government of Bengal visited Bodhgayā in 1811 and described the sad state of the Mahābodhi 
Temple in his report, which was published in 1836 as: 
 
“The great shine, or mandir, is a slender quadrangular pyramid of great height, much resembling 
that of Koch, but its summit is broken and a part hangs over in a very singular manner. This spire 
is, on the three sides surrounded by a terrace about 25 or 30 feet high, and the extreme dimensions 
of which are 78 feet wide by 98 feet long, and one end of this terrace towards the cast has covered 
the porch; but that has fallen, and brought down the part of the terrace by which it was covered. . . 
The porch has always been small, and since it fell some persons have cleared among the ruins, and 
constructed a gate of the fragments, the shine or cavity in the mandir that is on a level with the 
ground, and the entrance to which was through the porch, is small and covered with a Gothic arch, 
the plaster work on which has been divided into small compartments, each containing an image of 
a Buddha. The whole far end of the chamber has been occupied by a throne of stone (singhasan) 
in a very bad taste and which has been disfigured by a motley row of images taken from the ruins 
and built on its front so as to hide part of the deity. This is a monstrous misshapen daub of clay. . . 
There is however, current tradition of the original image having been gold, and of its having been 
removed by the Muhammedans, so that the present image is supposed to have been made after the 
sect had undergone persecution and could no longer procure workmen capable of making a decent 
substitute. Above this chamber are two others, one on the level of the old terrace, and the other 
still higher; but with these the falling of the porch has cut off all communication. Several of the 
people, however, in the vicinity remember the porch standing, and have frequently been in the 
chambers, a stair from the terrace leading to the uppermost. The middle chamber has a throne, but 
the image has been removed, and, if there ever was an image of gold, this was probably its place. 
The terrace enlarges behind the temple towards the west, and forms an area, on which is growing 
the pipal tree. . .The tree is in full vigour, and cannot in all probability exceed 100 years in age; but 
a similar one may have existed in some other place, when the temple was entire. . . ”66 
 
Buchanan (1922: 229) also noted that the terrace on the north side of the Temple had been 
repaired and an outside stairway built up to it so that the orthodox may pass up without entering 
the porch, and thus seeing the hateful image of the Buddha. In his report, he further mentioned 
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that that the shrines around the Temple had been demolished to provide bricks for construction 
work at the mahant’s monastery.67 
 
In 1824,68 King Bagyidaw of Burma (1819-1837) sent a mission of three punna to Bodhgayā with 
offerings to the Temple. However, they were also assigned the mission to propagate the official 
viewpoint of the Burmese court to the English government of East Bengal regarding inclusion of 
Chittagong and Dhaka in the Burmese territory.69 It seems that the political aim of the Burmese 
mission failed that soon led to the first Anglo-Burmese War (1824-26). Judging by several 
missions sent by the Burmese kings in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, there is 
no doubt that these missions were not purely religious, rather they also served political 
aspirations of the kings. And most importantly, it served the purpose to legitimize their rule by 
establishing a relationship with the land of origin of their religious practices and canonical 
sources.   
  
The first attempt to conduct an archaeological investigation by the British at Bodhgayā was in 
1847. It was Captain Markham Kittoe (later promoted to the rank of Major), a part-time 
Archaeological Enquirer to the Government, who dug around the Temple complex and 
unearthed several antiquities. Several of them which were deemed interesting for the Western 
populace were later carried off to museums and other antiquities were left exposed lying on the 
Temple ground. Kittoe’s fatal illness prevented his excavation report to be published and most 
of the details were lost, though some informal communications survive.     
 
In 1864, Major Mead’s carried out excavation around the Mahābodhi Temple on the 
recommendation of Cunningham. Cunningham first visited Bodhgayā in 1861 and 
recommended excavations around the Mahābodhi. This was his first visit to the site after retiring 
from military and taking the charge as the Director of the newly established Archaeological 
Survey of India. Millis described Cunningham as primarily a numismatist and field archaeologist 
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68 As per Barua (1975: 75), the Burmese mission was sent in 1823, however, he does not provide any reference for 
the same. On the other hand, through a well-documented Royal Order of Burma (dated: 6th Aug 1824), we know 
that a Burmese mission of three punnas was sent to India by King Bagyidaw.  
 
69 Ibid. (197-8) 
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who was “interested in such things only if they carried inscriptions and thus elucidated history in 
some way.” He sold (and also donated) several Indian coins and collections of archaeological 
objects to the British Museum, which included a wide variety of stone tools, terracottas, seal 
impressions, and a series of inscribed Buddhist reliquaries excavated at Sanchi and other 
Buddhist sites in India.70 Mead’s excavations brought to light some elements of the old structure 
of the Temple proper such as the plinth and pillars, which survived underneath several later 
additions and restorations. These new findings by Mead were quite helpful in understanding the 
chronology of the building of the present Mahābodhi Temple. Mead also produced some 
working plans of the site, which were later used by Cunningham to publish an archaeological 
survey report on Bodhgayā in 1871-72. Mitra who visited the site in 1863 and again in 1877 
highlighted several flaws in Cunningham’s plans of the Great Temple such as omission of the 
ancient archway, the modern samadhis of mahants of the Bodhgayā Math, and addition of the 
external stairs on the left side of the Temple entrance to maintain symmetry of the front 
elevation.71 It is interesting to note that no report was ever published on the excavation works 
carried out by Mead from 1864-76.72  
 
Post Anglo-Burmese Wars (1824-26 and 1853-53), the financial condition of both the British and 
Burmese deteriorated and it was not until 1874 when the next Burmese mission was despatched 
to Calcutta (now known as Kolkata) by the king of Burma, King Mindon Min (1853-78). The 
king requested the Government of India to render all possible help to his delegates to perform 
ceremonies at Bodhgayā on his behalf for which the mahant’s permission was sought. After the 
return of the Burmese mission, on the 18th August 1875, the Foreign Minister of Burma wrote a 
letter to the Agent of the Governor-General of Bengal stating King Mindon’s desires and his the 
abiding interest of his country in conserving the Mahābodhi Temple. And with the sanction 
from the mahant, since he was considered by the British as the owner of the Great Temple and 
the surrounding land, began work to this effect in January 1877. The mahant’s only condition was 
that the Brahmanical statues in the Temple complex were not to be destroyed or moved 
anywhere else during the repair works. Along with the repair works, a three-room monastery 
(later called as the Burmese rest-house) was also built about eighty yards to the west of the 
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Temple for about twenty royal rahans who would permanently reside and perform the 
Bodhiranjan duties at Bodhgayā and also would be used as an accommodation for visiting 
pilgrims. This Burmese rest-house later became the base of the Ceylonese Therāvada Buddhist 
monks and their struggle against the Hindu mahant, which will be discussed in chapter 4.  
 
The Burmese, as per two different reports by Mitra and Cunningham did some heavy handed 
surface clearances, carried on demolitions and excavations around the Temple and thus exposed 
several small temples, votive stūpas and shrines and also completely damaged most of the earlier 
landmarks. It was also reported that in the course of their works, they greatly damaged the 
hemispherical domes of votive stūpas; peeled off the old plastering of the walls of the Temple; 
removed plaster decoration from under the ceiling of the sanctum and re-plastered it with plain 
stucco; dismantled stone pavilion over the Buddhapada; remains of vaulted gateway in front of the 
Temple were demolished; foundations of small buildings around the Temple were excavated for 
bricks; buttresses around the Bodhi Tree was rebuilt on a different foundation; a large area of 
two-hundred fifty by two-hundred thirty feet around the Temple was levelled that caused raise in 
the ground level by several feet and was surrounded by a new wall with a gateway on each side; 
and the inner face of this wall facing the Temple was provided with niches to receive sculptures 
which were exhumed from the nearby mounds.73 The repair and rebuilding works done by the 
Burmese in 1877 and in the past might seem incongruous to archaeologists because of the little 
respect paid to history and old building materials, however, for monks and laity alike this was the 
meritorious act to keep the religious spirit of the Mahābodhi alive. 
    
The archaeologist-historian, Dr Rajendralala Mitra was deputed to Bodhgayā by the Government 
of Bengal in the middle of 1877 to provide guidance to the Burmese delegation in order “to 
prevent the masking and modernizing of the ancient temple” by seriously damaging it and also 
“to advise the Government with regard to the manner in which the operations of the Burmese 
excavators should be controlled.” In addition, in his brief, Mitra was specifically instructed by the 
Government not to interfere with the on-going repair works by the Burmese delegation.74 Guha-
Thakurta argues that the British colonizers were guided by their respect for the Indian religious  
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sentiments while limiting the scope of any archaeological interventions carried out by them75 and 
their brief to Mitra perhaps was one of the examples of the same. This may hold true for some 
situations but looking into the timing of the Burmese mission’s arrival in Bodhgayā and the 
broader political developments in the region during that time, it could be argued that the 
cautious approach by British during the repair works by the Burmese mission must have been 
also influenced by the political unrest that have been simmering between the British 
Government of India and Burma. During that time, the British were quite concerned of the 
growing relationship between Burma and France and they were also aware of the long 
connection between successive Burmese kings and the native Hindu princely rulers. They must 
have been aware of the fact that any mistake on their part could start a revolt similar to one in 
1857. Since they were already quite busy with the on-going wars in Africa and Afghanistan 
during that time, they could not afford to have any trouble in India.  
 
While in Bodhgayā, Mitra prepared detailed drawings and a survey report of the site, which were 
detrimental to complete the repair and restoration works later by Beglar and Cunningham in 
1880. Mitra in his report described the work carried out by the Burmese as large scale 
“demolitions and excavations round the Temple which in a manner swept away most of the old-
landmarks.” He further criticized them of being “ignorant of the true history of their faith, and 
perfectly innocent of all knowledge of architecture and the requirements of archaeology and 
history; and the mischief they have done by their misdirected zeal has been serious”76 (emphasis 
added). On the one hand, Mitra completely condemned the lasting damages done to the Temple 
by the Burmese, on the other, the mahant of Bodhgayā had no objections regarding the repair and 
improvement works carried out the Burmese. This conflicting situation happened for the first 
time in Bodhgayā and highlights two very different views of conservation of the sacred 
structures at that time – one that was based on the Eastern spiritual sensibilities of regarding the 
temple as a ‘living’ sacred building, and the other on the archaeological and historical centred 
Western viewpoint.  
 
Except for two monks all other representatives of the Burmese King left Bodhgayā in 1878 
without completing the task assigned to them as the succession crisis in Burma completely ended 
official diplomatic relations between British India and Burma. The two monks who stayed 
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behind with mahant at his math continued to oversee the under construction works of the new 
monastery, which was completed in 1880. It was soon after the Burmese return in 1878, at the 
behest of Mitra and the Lt Governor of Bengal Sir Ashley Eden, Mr J D M Beglar and Director-
General of the ASI, Major General Sir Alexander Cunningham were asked to repair the 
excavated Mahābodhi Temple. The restoration work was completed in four years between 1880 
and 1884 at a cost of INR 200,000. It is significant to note here that the works carried out to the 
Temple by the British was based on archaeological and historical views and most importantly on 
the perceived ‘real’ knowledge of Buddhism that was mainly influenced by Orientalist 
constructions of religious understanding. In Cunningham’s words, the works to the Temple were 
carried out purely on the basis of “a sufficient number of tolerably well-preserved portions of the 
moulding and niches on the faces of the Temple to enable the completion of the repair of the 
whole in the exact pattern of the original. No new features were added, the restoration being 
limited to a strict repetition of existing niches and mouldings.”77  
 
During the repair and restoration works by Beglar and Cunningham, the past repairs and 
additions done by the Burmese to the Mahābodhi Temple and its surrounding structures faced 
extensive demolition, since according to the British archaeologists they were carried out of the 
feverish religious zeal and with no proper methodology. They termed the earlier repair works as 
unsympathetic to the original structure and, hence, marred its authenticity. Several excavations 
were done during the entire period of works from 1880-84, which revealed the extant of the 
temple as depicted on the Bhārhut bas-relief. Basing on the archaeological traces found, 
Cunningham argued that he had found the original Aśokan temple with its original position of 
vajrāsana and the railings around it. He further illustrated with his drawings, which were prepared 
on the basis of archaeological findings that the present Mahābodhi Temple stood exactly over 
the remains of Aśokan temple. Since the present Mahābodhi Temple was also an 140 CE 
alteration to the original Aśokan temple built in 250 BCE, one would wonder why Cunningham 
decided not to erase all the successive layers of the history from the Temple and return it to what 
he thought was authentic Aśokan open-pavilion (bodhi-griha) temple form. Another question 
mark must be held on why he was selective to erase centuries old Burmese layers of history? It is 
difficult to find a certain answer for Cunningham’s decisions but it might be due to the fact that 
the British never considered the Burmese Buddhism as the ‘real’ Buddhist religion since it also 
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included certain forms of Brahmanism and also due to the ever growing political tensions 
between Britain and Burma since the first Anglo-Burmese War in 1824. 
 
It could be argued that after the Bodhi Tree, vajrāsana (adamantine throne) is the second most 
sacred element at the Mahābodhi Temple complex in Bodhgayā.78 It is believed that exactly at 
this spot under the Bodhi Tree where Sākyamuni’s attained enlightenment and became the 
Buddha. The famous story of the grass-cutter Sotthiya who offered eight handfuls of kushá grass 
to Sākyamuni on his way to the Bodhi Tree, which he later placed on his seat under the Tree, is 
well known. Hence, it could be argued that the Bodhi Tree was Śākyamuni’s initial destination 
and vajrāsana under the Tree was definitely a later addition, perhaps only to be used as a platform 
slab for the reception of the offering of flowers as argued by Cunningham (1892: 19) and also by 
Huntington (1985: 16). We may never know the exact reason for the placement of the stone 
platform under the sacred Bodhi Tree but for most of the religious followers and scholars alike it 
is believed to be the exact centre of the ‘seat of wisdom’ (bodhi-manda) and regarded as the ‘navel 
of the earth’ (prthivī-nābhi). As Buddha himself explains in the Kālinga Bodhi Jātaka (Vol IV, No. 
479) that “there is no place that can support me, if I sit there.” Interestingly, beliefs regarding the 
navel of the earth also found reference in the Rig Veda that is believed to be composed in 1500 
BCE. The central to the Rig Veda is the myth of creation, wherein the ‘navel of the earth’ has 
been described as the axis of the universe, supreme sacrificial altar, and seat of planetary 
sovereignty. 
 
Figure 2.10: The vajrāsana in its present location under 
the Bodhi Tree at the rear of the Mahābodhi Temple. 
(Source: By Author, 2011) 
 
The current outer vajrāsana, which is a 
polished basalt stone slab (7 feet 10½ 
inches long by 4 feet 1½ inches wide by 
2 feet 11 inches high) is decorated with 
Mauryan style palmette-and-goose frieze, 
and is located at the base of the present Bodhi Tree to the rear of the main Temple (see figure 
2.10). Its current position is the same as it was found by Cunningham in 1881 and it presently 
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covers approximately the same area (covering five out of the thirteen niches on the external west 
wall) as the large ruinous buttress (marked 7-7 in figure 2.6) that was later demolished by 
Cunningham. Cunningham found this stone slab hidden behind a large ruinous buttress79 of a 
much later date. He established its date by comparing it with the other Buddha’s images placed 
in the niches of the Temple’s external wall. Basing on the much later style figures in the slab’s 
base and carvings on its outer four faces, he further suggested that it was once formed the upper 
slab of the sandstone throne originally part of the Aśokan Temple earlier located inside the 
present Temple under the original Bodhi Tree (see figure 2.6) and was later moved outside when 
the Temple was enlarged during the Gupta period.80  
 
The inner vajrāsana, which is believed to be made on the original spot upon which the Buddha is 
have sat and meditated was also revealed during excavations by Cunningham in 1881. 
Cunningham highlighted that while re-laying the inner granite pavement, two earlier forms of 
sandstone throne were discovered. He further described their location as just behind the 
mediaeval blue basalt throne, a plastered sandstone throne was found, which was enlarged at one 
side so that it lines with the middle of the present sanctum; and behind this another polished 
sandstone throne with four short pilasters (pot-shaped) in front was unearthed. As the oldest 
throne and short pilasters was quite similar to the one depicted in the Bhārhut bas-relief, 
Cunningham through his interpolation of all other archaeological findings, argued to have found 
the actual remains of the original temple as depicted in the Bhārhut bas-relief and which he 
credits to Aśoka (260 BCE). However, mason marks on other pot-shaped column bases, which 
are presently located on the north side of the remains of the Buddha’s Jewel Walk shrine has 
been palaeographically determined to be around first century BCE.81 Interestingly, these pot-
shaped columns bases are stylistically similar to ones found at Karla Caves c. first century BCE.  
 
 
                                                             
79 Cunningham called the additions found at the rear of the Temple, which he later demolished as ‘buttresses’ 
instead of ‘revetment walls’ as their main aim to support/ buttress the rear west wall from the ever growing strong 
roots of the Bodhi Tree. Without the buttresses, it must have been impossible to retain the west façade of the 
Temple in the past. 
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Cunningham further suggested that the size of the Temple must have been forty-two feet by 
thirty feet and it should have resembled a cruciform in plan. However, Phuoc tend to disagree 
with Cunningham’s cruciform plan (see figure 2.6) of the bodhi-griha as depicted in Bhārhut bas-
relief and based on the archaeological findings by Cunningham and Coomaraswamy’s modified 
circular plan, 82  proposed another circular plan form (though still conjectural) of forty feet 
diameter enclosed with vedika of fifty-seven feet by seventy-three feet (see figure 2.11). Beyond 
doubt, this circular plan form is a better match with the circular structure shown in the bas-relief 
(see figure 2.3). The most important aspect of both arrangements was that they unanimously 
agree that the original and oldest vajrāsana was placed exactly at the centre of the structure. It 
should be noted that as per the vastu purusha mandala, which is the guiding diagram for building 
design having spiritual and ritual significance in both Buddhism and Hinduism, the centre of the 
built structure is regarded as the residing place of Brahma known as the Brahmasthana. Although 
the inner vajrāsana was the most authentic archaeological finding, which was still in its original 
place until 1881, yet, most of the general public is oblivious of the fact that in the past there were 
other older vajrāsanas, which were discovered inside the Temple. The majority of public regard 
the current outer vajrāsana as authentic both with respect to its material and present position at 
the rear of the Temple. Since the signage at the 
Mahābodhi Temple complex tells nothing about the 
other two vajrāsanas, one could only speculate about 
their present location being hidden behind the stone 
platform, which is inside the sanctum of the 
Mahābodhi Temple and over which the gilded 
Buddha image (c. tenth century CE) in bhūmisparśa 




Figure 2.11: Circular plan of bodhi-griha based on Bhārhut bas-relief. 




                                                             









Mitra and Cunningham both provided a detailed account of the condition of the Mahābodhi 
Temple during the late 1870s, which I have used below to describe the works done to the 
Temple by Beglar and Cunningham from 1880-84. It was found that the ground floor plan of the 
Temple was nearly a square measuring 48 feet 8 inches by 47 feet 3 inches.83 The enclosed 
sanctum was a perfect cube of about 22 feet with 14 feet thick walls. A mediaeval blue basalt 
platform 5 feet 9 inches wide was also found abutting the west side of the sanctum wall. The 
vaulted roof of the sanctum, which has been levelled on the top acted as the floor of the first-
storey room. This room was accessible through two staircases located within the thickness of the 
walls on the either sides of the ante-room in front of the sanctum below. This first-storey room 
was also covered by a vaulted roof and housed a pedestal made of brick and mortar that contains 
the statue of Māyā Devi. Another chamber over the vaulting of the first-storey room was found, 
which was accessible by the upper doorway in the triangular slit. The front pavilion on the 
eastern façade of the Temple, which was a later addition according to Cunningham as was also 
described by Xuan Zang in his travel records was found almost in a complete ruin by 
Cunningham in 1881. Remains of corner towers on the upper terrace were also recorded by 
Cunningham. It was also noted that from the centre of the flat roof of the upper terrace rises a 
slender hundred and seventy feet high spire with a dome crowned with an amalaka fruit in gilt 
copper but all was in a dilapidated condition.  
 
The verses in the sacred Hindu text of the Atharva Veda believed to be composed in the early 
first millennium BCE referred to the earliest use of the term “mandala” that linked drawings of 
dwellings places of holy beings, cosmograms, and the human body. It is said that the design of 
an Indian temple should be based on the rules of the vastu shastra that not only provides the 
structural stability but also a proportional harmony among the elements of the temple and it’s 
whole. The vastu purusha mandala is an indispensable part of vastu shastra and constitutes the 
mathematical and diagrammatic basis for generating design. It is the metaphysical plan of a 
building that incorporates the humans and supernatural forces. Purusha refers to energy, power, 
soul or cosmic man and mandala is the generic name for any plan or chart which symbolically 
represents the cosmos. The vastu purusha mandala of a temple projects it in two main sections: the 
ground plan and the vertical alignment. An even minor detail such as the lighting of spaces inside 
the temple is also being orchestrated by its design principles. For example, the garbhagriha (sanctum 
sanctorum) of the temple should have only a single opening in front of the deity’s idol to allow the 
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natural light to fall on the idol only and rest of the space to be illumined by placing oil lamps on 
either side of the idol. Cunningham must have been aware of the vastu purusha mandala as he 
states that “On a consideration of the dimensions of all the different parts of the Mahābodhi 
Temple I believe that the ground plan was laid out, after the usual Hindu fashion, on a diagram 
of squares,”84 however, I would argue that he was completely unaware of the Indian ritual beliefs 
and their importance as part of the religious life. Cunningham argued that the inner vault of the 
Mahābodhi Temple must have been added before Xuan Zang visit in the 637 CE as while 
describing Śaśānka-rāja and his minister, the Chinese traveller highlighted that the room 
(garbhagriha of the Mahābodhi Temple) was dark, so he (Śaśānka-rāja’s minister) lighted it with a 
lamp. 85  Even though most of the Indian temples these days have artificially illuminated 
garbhagriha, yet, the ritual of lighting the oil/ ghee lamps on either sides of the presiding deity is 
continued till date as it was practiced in the olden days. 
 
Cunningham first visited the Mahābodhi Temple in 1861 and measured the height of the Temple 
as 160 feet from the floor of the chamber to the top of the ruined pinnacle. On a tour of the 
region in 1877-78, Cunningham re-visited the Mahābodhi Temple and declared the size of the 
Temple as 48 feet 10 inches by 47 feet 6 inches and the height about 165 feet to 170 feet. On his 
third visit to the site he reasserted that the present building being 48 feet square at its base, and 
between 160 and 170 feet in height. And all the time, he insisted that since it matches so closely 
with Xuan Zang’s description made in 637 CE, which stated that the temple was between 160 to 
170 feet in height, and about 20 or more paces (or 50 feet) square in its face,” it is without any 
doubt the same building as seen by Xuan Zang in spite of all repairs and alterations done to it in 
the last several centuries. Almost all scholars including Barua and Mitra who have extensively 
written on the Mahābodhi quoted Cunningham religiously regarding its dimensions. The Temple 
as it stands currently measures 75 feet 10 inches by 88 feet 2 inches at its plinth; height from 
present ground level till the top upper terrace is around 26 feet 8 inches; height of spire from its 
springing point on top of upper terrace till top of pinnacle is around 151 feet, thus, making the 
total height as 177 feet 8 inches. It is impossible that it could have measured around 48 feet 
square at its base as stated by Cunningham during all his visits and thus linking  it to what Xuan 
Zang’s description of the Temple at Bodhgayā. The body of the present Temple is roughly 
square and the dimensions of the sanctum are also a cube as generally found in most of the 
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85 Cunningham (1880: 143) 
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Indian temples, which are designed as per the vastu shastra, however, rest of the dimensions such 
as the height of the sanctum walls and spire height does not follow the vastu principles. The 
deviation from the vastu compliant bodhi-griha to a massive panchayatna (quincunxial) pritima-griha 
that does not strictly follow the Hindu complex system of building measurements and 
proportions is no doubt linked to several rebuilding and repair works that were carried out to the 
sacred Mahābodhi Temple. 
 
The front (east) pavilion of the Mahābodhi Temple and the four corner pavilions were almost a 
complete ruin as seen by Mitra in 1878 and Cunningham in 1881. It was, however, then restored 
by Beglar on the basis of a stone model of the Temple [see figure 2.13(d)] “found amongst the 
ruins (of Bodhgayā) from which the whole design of the building as it existed in mediæval times 
could be traced with tolerable completeness”86 together with the archaeological remains and 
accounts of early European observers. Moreover, these conjectural restoration works were highly 
criticised by scholars as more models of the Mahābodhi Temple were discovered at various 
locations, which clearly show either no corner pavilions or front porch or both, shortly after the 
works were completed. One such model was found at Mrohoung, the ancient capital of Arakan 
[see figure 2.13 (c)], though Cunningham dismissed its different appearance by stating that 
several such models of the Temple were kept on sale for pilgrims. Clay votive tablets made in c. 
eleventh-twelfth century CE reportedly found at Tagaung, Pagan, northern Burma (now 
Myanmar) does not also show any corner pavilions. It is important to note here that the British 
antiquarians, while doing the repair and restoration of the Temple, had no intention of 
facilitating or promoting Buddhist worship there as they were more interested in the inscriptions 
on buildings rather than religious traditions. They also saw it as an opportunity to validate their 
legitimacy as the protector of the ruined Indian past.87 
 
The next significant restoration works on the Temple was done in 1953 after the transfer of the 
control of the Temple and its land to the Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee (BTMC). 
The first repair and developmental work carried out under the supervision of the Committee was 
from 1953 to 1956. During this time, inner and outer ‘pradaksinā path’ or circumambulatory 
pathways were constructed around the Temple, the lotus pond on the south of the Temple was 
                                                             
86 Cunningham (1892: ix) 
 
87 For more see, Trevithick (1999: 635-56) ‘British Archaeologists, Hindu Abbots, and Burmese Buddhists: The 
Mahābodhi Temple at Bodh Gaya, 1811-1877’ 
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excavated and was given a concrete railing around it, a dais was provided for placing materials of 
worship. In consultation with the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), restoration work on the 
old dilapidated Aśokan railings was undertaken. A small site museum by the ASI was also 
established in 1956 near the Temple to exhibit the ancient sculptures lying scattered near the 
Temple complex. Additional areas around the Temple were acquired, ugly hutments were 
removed and the surroundings were cleared and dressed up. In this process a small yet beautiful 
temple known as the Matangeshwar (Śiva) Temple among the locals, which was based on the 
architectural design of the Mahābodhi Temple was also demolished. This and many other similar 
examples which I would illustrate throughout this study would demonstrate what Smith (2006: 
11) call as the “authorized heritage discourse” (AHD). She argues that the AHD gives privileges 
to what experts claim as heritage and at the same time ignores subaltern views and significance of 
heritage.  
 
In 1968, much of the construction of the boundary wall of the Temple was done with the 
donation of Thai pilgrims. In 1974, repairs were carried out on the lower portion of the walls of 
the Temple. In 1977, the Abbot of the Thai monastery at Bodhgayā bore the cost of making the 
upper shrine area into a meditation hall. In 1993, the former President of Sri Lanka, late HE 
Ranasinghe Premadasa opened the golden canopy over the ‘Adamantine Throne’ (vajrāsana), and 
a stone railing around the Bodhi Tree was provided by donations by the Sri Lankan Buddhists. 
  
Though different Buddhist sects are still divided regarding the exact location of the sacred spots 
where Buddha spent time after he attained enlightenment, however, by putting up stone 
signboards all across the Temple complex, the BTMC resolved the problem conveniently in the 
late 1990s. However, it could be argued that the restoration and beautification works undertaken 
since 1953 by the state cultural agencies and other organisations, which are based on claims of 
technical and religious experts have directly or indirectly influenced the working and 
interpretation of how pilgrims and tourists experience and understand the sacredness of the 
Mahābodhi Temple. This will be discussed in detail later in the study. The repair works to the 
main spire of the Temple were undertaken from 2004 to 2008 (see figure 2.12), which was 
sponsored by the BTMC. And the most recent works, in 2010, were the re-gilding of the 
amalaka, and attaching stone sculptures to the boundary wall depicting events from the life of the 
Buddha. All the repair and beautification works completed most recently were donated by 
foreign Buddhist pilgrims as an act of merit making. Today, the one-hundred and seventy seven 
feet high Mahābodhi Temple which has been extensively restored in the nineteenth century 
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dominates the landscape of Bodhgayā. However, recent constructions of taller and bigger 
monasteries, hotels and mobile telephone towers in the nearby surrounding areas could soon 











Figure 2.12 a) Top: Photograph showing external walls of the upper shrine prior and after repairs. 
b) Bottom: Photograph showing the main spire of the Mahābodhi Temple prior and after repairs. 

























Figure 2.13: a) Left: Stone model of the Mahābodhi Temple. (Source: ASI, Patna Circle, India) 
b) Middle: Model of the Mahābodhi Temple in stone, 13.5 cm high. (Source: Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, USA) 




d) Stone model of the Mahābodhi Temple used by Cunningham to restore the ruins of the sacred complex at Bodhgayā.  
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Stone miniature models of the Mahābodhi Temple, which were circulated throughout the 
Buddhist world (see figure 2.13), played a vital role in pilgrimage ritual and also constructing 
sacredness of the Mahābodhi Temple beyond India, thus ensuring a remarkable continuous 
shared religious space. These holy souvenirs in the form of miniature models were reminders of 
the pilgrims’ successfully completed journey and were often shared by those unable to make the 
pilgrimage themselves, and even encouraged others who could, to make a pilgrimage themselves. 
Guy (1991: 362) described these models, which represented the entire Temple structure as three-
dimensional mandalas of the holiest of Buddhist sites. He argued that they could have been used 
for meditational practices. Even today, the tradition of buying souvenirs continues with pious 
pilgrims who purchase replica miniature models of the Temple, Buddha’s footprints imprinted 
on cloth, and the Bodhi leaves from shops and sellers outside the Temple complex. Most of the 
pilgrims considered them as portable relics of the sacred Mahābodhi.  
 
The Mahābodhi Temple at Bodhgayā influenced at least seven full-scale replicas during the early 
thirteenth to the late fifteenth century: two in Burma (now Myanmar), two in Thailand, one in 
Nepal and two in China. The Muslim invasion and other socio-political events severely affected 
Buddhism in India since the late twelfth century CE. Due to this several Buddhist monks fled to 
other neighbouring countries and many Buddhist sites were in ruins. The main purpose of these 
‘surrogate’ temples,88 as argued by Guy, was to create a close association to the sacred power-
centre of the Buddhist world and also to allow veneration to continue after access was severely 
curtailed by Muslim control of the eastern India. 89  Malandra emphasizes the architectural 
representations of the Mahābodhi Temple in Burma, Thailand, and Nepal, in which according to 
him only the key elements are reproduced, such as the tall cubic spire with four corner towers, 
but beyond this, “time and local practice created representations, not duplicates, of the 
temple” (emphasis added).90For examples, the thirteenth-century Mahābodhi Temple in Pagan 
and the fifteenth-century Wat Chet Yot in Chiang Mai, Thailand only reproduce the shape of the 
main spire and the four corner towers but cannot otherwise be said as the faithful reproductions 
of the original.  The same is true of the sixteenth-century Mahabauddha Temple in Patan, Nepal 
                                                             
88 Casey (nd) ‘Reconsidering Three Sculptures in the Asia’s Society Mr and Mrs John D Rockefeller 3rd Collection’, 
http://www.asiasocietymuseum.org/himalayan/seatedBuddha.htm. Accessed June 2010. )   
 
89 Guy (1991: 365)   
 
90 Malandra (1986: 26) 
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(see figure 2.14 a). This temple was originally built in 1585 by a Nepalese layman named 
Abhayaraj who went on a pilgrimage to Bodhgayā and made both plans and a small model of the 
Temple. On his return, he used these to build a replica with the main spire and four corner 
towers as reminiscent of the original but he also incorporated many architectural features of his 
own, which are not present in the original. The Mahabauddha Temple in Patan, Nepal This 
beautiful temple with its delicately moulded terracotta bricks was badly damaged during the 1934 
earthquake but was rebuilt soon afterwards. 
 
Figure 2.14: a) Left: The Mahabauddha Temple in Patan, Nepal originally built in 1585. (Source: By Author 2008) 
b) Right: The Wat Chet Yot Chiang Mai in Thailand built in c. fifteenth century. (Source: By Author 2010) 
 
The Mahabodharama or the Wat Jet Yot (see figure 2.14 b), that was built by King Tilokaraja 
(1443-1487), is a fitting example regarding to what extent the Buddhists went to faithfully 
reproduce the Mahābodhi Temple at Bodhgayā and its surrounding associational sacred places. 
The Jinakalamali91 describes the King’s efforts not only to build a replica of the Mahābodhi 
Temple but also his hard work to recreate all the man-made and natural locations around it. In 
1455 CE, the King founded a monastery on the newly discovered serene site and also planted a 
                                                             
91 Jinakalamali edited by Venerable Buddhadatta is the chronicle of Buddhism that concentrates particularly on the 




Bodhi Tree, a sapling of which was grown from the Bodhi Tree at Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka. 
The planting of this sapling earned for the new monastery the name “Mahābodharama.” After its 
plantation, the King had everything around it made in conformity with the surroundings of the 
Bodhi Tree in Bodhgayā where Māra was defeated, including the railing and representations of 
the seven locations where the Buddha spent seven weeks in meditation after gaining 
enlightenment.  
 
Asher argues that the distribution of replica copies of the Mahābodhi Temple and building of 
large-scale replicas in various countries resulted in a sense of fluid geography, one in which 
Bodhgayā was not understood as a spatially fixed entity but rather one that could be replicated in 
both appearance and function.92 Some recent examples of the Mahābodhi’s reproductions are: 
Kotahena Pagoda in Sri Lanka built in 1928 has the lower base is quite similar to the Mahābodhi 
Temple in Bodhgayā but the spire is quite different; Wat Nong Bua in Ubon Ratchathani, 
Thailand built in 1955; Wat Florida Dhammaram in Florida (USA) built in 2004; and Mahā 
Bodhi Las Vegas, USA built in 2012. All these reproductions of the Mahābodhi Temple and its 
surrounding sacred landscape in various countries should not be seen just as replica buildings but 






                                                             
92 Attended lecture by Prof Frederick M Asher ‘Replicating Bodhgaya: The Origins of Mahābodhi Temple Replicas 
in Southeast Asia’ on the 6th Oct 2010 at the Institute of Southeast Asian Studies in Singapore. 
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No religion has ever been born overnight. It requires a long span of time and extensive 
interaction of various thoughts and practices before a religion is being accepted and established. 
Similar was the case with Buddhism too. It is known through historical facts that even at the 
time of the birth of Śakyamuni, several religious movements were prevalent in India.  As per the 
Buddhist legends, after Śakyamuni renounced his family and was living a life of a wandering 
ascetic in forests, he practiced several of the prevalent religious traditions under various masters 
but all in vain. After six years of penances, he found his own path and became enlightened sitting 
under the holy Bodhi Tree at Bodhgayā (earlier known as Uruvelā). Due to the fact that the 
Buddha rigorously studied and practiced various Indian religious traditions before he attained 
enlightenment, several scholars argues that at least some of his previously gained knowledge 
allegedly influenced his teachings and consequently, the early Buddhism.1  
 
In this chapter, I would attempt to trace the origin, evolution and later decline of Buddhism in 
India, and also its relationship with the contemporary Indian thoughts, mainly Brahmanism. This 
is done with an objective to discover if these two religions mutually influenced each other at all, 
if yes, to what extent, whether it was based on co-existence or complete assimilation on one by 
another. Next, I would return to Bodhgayā to sketch a brief history of various parties involved in 
the Mahābodhi Temple dispute and their ‘own’ understanding of the Buddhist and Hindu 
religious traditions. It should be noted that various interpretations of what constitutes the right 
traditions to worship and who should be allowed to perform rituals at the Mahābodhi Temple 
were the two major issues of the conflict that began after the arrival of Anagarika Dharmapāla in 
Bodhgayā in 1891.    
  
 
                                                             
1 Oldenberg (1882) Buddha: his Life, his Doctrine, his Order; Rhys Davids (1896) The History and Literature of Buddhism; 






3.2 The Pre-Buddhist India 
 
The Pre-Buddhist India could be broadly divided into three different periods as the following:  
 
1. The Pre-Vedic Period (1500-1300 BCE) 
2. The Vedic and Brahmanical Period (1200-500 BCE) 
3. The Upanisadic Period (around 500 BCE) 
 
 
3.2.1 The Pre-Vedic Period 
 
This period refers prior to the arrival of Aryāns in India, who invaded India in approximately 
1500 BCE. The archaeological remains found at the Indus Valley proved the existence of a 
highly organised civilization in the north-western part of India between 3300-1300 BCE. It has 
been generally agreed that the Aryāns were mainly nature worshippers and attached great sanctity 
to phallic emblems, similar to that of much later Hindu Śivalinga.2 The worship of the pipal tree, 
and the representation of the Pashupati (literally ‘lord of cattle’) sitting in a yogic posture, who is 
considered as an epithet of the later Hindu gods Rudra3 and Śiva, are all indications of the 
worship of the nature as well as gods in iconic forms prevalent during that time.  
 
 
3.2.2 The Vedic and Brāhmanical Period 
 
By 1200 BCE, Aryāns were believed to have settled on the upper region of the Ganges River in 
the Punjab and developed a polytheism form of religion based on the Rg veda. They deified the 
forms of nature similar to the indigenous people of India. By 1000 BCE, they moved eastwards 
to look for fertile land and natural resources and were able to develop a strong influence on the 
locals. It is assumed that during the same time around 1000 BCE, they also compiled three more 
religious texts – Sāma veda, Yajur veda, and Atharva veda. The two other significant texts were also 
                                                             
2 Basham (1954: 11-4) 
 
3 During Vedic period, Rudra was identified with both Vishnu and Śiva and deemed as minor gods. 
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compiled by Aryāns – the Brāhmanas and Upanisads. While the Brāhmanas is considered to be 
composed around 800 BCE, Upanisads were compiled in 500 BCE. The Brāhmanas contains the 
correct procedures for the performance of Vedic sacrifices through sacrificial fire that is believed 
to help the sacrificer to enjoy a happy life after death. Upadhyaya argues that the Brāhmanas 
should not confused with the theory of transmigration and karma because it never clearly 
explained any of these ideas, on the other hand, he asserts that these ideas were germinated 
much earlier by the munis and śramanas of the pre-Aryān non-Brāhmanical cult.4  
 
 
3.2.3 The Upanisadic Period 
 
It was during the Upanisadic period that Aryāns further expanded their territories and 
strengthened their kingdoms to the central areas of India. This was the period of social, political 
and cultural changes in the areas earlier untouched by Aryāns. It was due to the mutual 
influences and changes, formulation of the fourfold classification of society was found during 
this period and also the philosophical texts, Upanisads, were compiled during the same time 
around 500 BCE. The brāhmanas, or the priestly class was at the top of the four classes that 
comprised of those who sacrificed to the gods; followed by ksatriya, or the ruling class that 
comprised of rulers and warriors; below the ruling class was the vaiśya class that composed of 
farmers, merchants, and artisans; and at the bottom was the slave class, śūdra to serve all the top 
three classes of the society. 
 
The rituals and sacrifices during this time began to grow more complex with the invention of 
various gods and goddesses, and this led to the domination of the priestly class as they were 
regarded as the only meditator between the people and the gods. Another important 
development which took place during the Upanisadic period was the introduction of the theory 
of rebirth and karma.5 A discontent while performing the Vedic rituals and sacrifices without 
understanding the real knowledge underlying it was a significant concern among the people since 
the early Vedic period. The dissatisfaction among people further gained momentum by 
understanding the role of karma in determining one’s after-life and subsequent rebirth and thus, 
made all rituals, priests, gods started to diminish. Several thinkers during that period such as 
                                                             
4 Upadhyaya (1997: 64-70) 
 
5 Ibid. (76) 
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Ajātaśatru of Kāśī, Aśvapati of Kekaya, and Pravāhana Jaivāli of Pancāla tried to reflect upon the 
on-going religious development and even imparted philosophical knowledge to the learned 
Brahmins.6    
 
The Upanisads emphasized on the knowledge of the ātman (substantial Self) and prescribed ways, 
mainly intellectual, to release from Samsāra and achieve salvation. One of the ways prescribed to 
achieve salvation was to undergo brahmacarya, strict moral conduct training before being 
imparted with the higher knowledge. As highlighted by Upadhyaya, this is similar to the sense “in 
the Pāli Nikāyas in which bhikkhus are referred to as undergoing brahmacarya under the 
Buddha.”7 In brief, during the Upanisadic period knowledge gained importance and ritualistic 
traditions took a back seat. Although, various compromising alternatives (as expressed in 
Bhagavata Gītā, and later in Viśistādvaita; and Mīmāmsā School) were developed to maintain the 
domination of rituals and sacrifices, however, it declined remarkably owning to the religious 
unrest and several conflicting beliefs prevalent in India during that time.    
    
 
3.3 The rise and decline of Buddhism in India 
    
It is believed that Śākyamuni realized enlightenment sitting under the holy Bodhi Tree at 
Bodhgayā in 589 BCE.8 The historical accounts reveal that at the time of his parinirvāna in 544 
BCE, the Buddhist order only consisted of small groups of mendicants mainly concentrated in 
central India. However, with the great efforts of the Buddha’s disciples, Buddhism kept growing 
in other parts of India. It reached its zenith in the third century BCE, when the great King Aśoka 
(reign 269–232 BCE), ruler of almost all of the Indian sub-continent gradually converted to 
Buddhism in about 263 BCE9 and made it as his state religion. He regarded Buddhism “as a 
doctrine that would serve as a cultural foundation for political unity.”10 He himself travelled to 
                                                             
6 Ibid. (77) 
 
7 Ibid. (85) 
 
8 For fixing of dates with regards to the historical events in the Buddha’s life, please refer chapter 1. 
 
9 Bentley (1993: 44) 
 
10 Ibid. (46) 
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several important Buddhist places and established many monuments marking several significant 
places associated with the Buddha’s life. He even sent his own children to propagate Buddhism 
all over Asia. It is important to note that though Aśoka was a Buddhist follower but he never 
forced his people to convert to Buddhism and respected all other prevailing religions including 
Brahmanism during his reign. 
 
It is no doubt that Buddhism similar to other religions also evolved with time, however, the main 
focus of its doctrines always remained the Buddha and his teachings. Several years after the 
parinirvāna of the Buddha, the increase in the number of monks and the growth of the Order 
caused significant dispute among monks with regards to what is the right interpretation of the 
doctrine and the right ways to observe monastic discipline (vinaya). The post-Buddha period saw 
the division of the early Order into two schools: Mahāsanghika and Sthaviravāda. While 
Mahāsanghika was considered as the progressive school, which generally advocated the 
transcendental and supramundane nature of the Buddhas and bodhisattvas, and the fallibility of 
arhats,11 on the other hand, Sthaviravāda was more conservative. The two schools were later 
further divided into many schools12 due to opposing factions among its members but still all of 
them were recognised as Buddhists because of the common essence of their doctrine. This 
sectarian phase of Buddhism has been termed as Nikāya or Hīnayāna period and was prevalent 
during the last century BCE. Groner argued that several of the sectarian Buddhist schools co-
existed even though they had different opinions in the Order and this was probably the main 
reason for their common essence to be diluted so much so that it could no longer be 
differentiated from other prevalent Indian religions during that time.13 
 
The early Mahāyāna Buddhism period (literally ‘great vehicle’) began to develop by the start of 
the CE. The followers of Mahāyāna looked down upon mainly to the adherents of Sarvāstivāda 
Nikāya School and named them as Hīnayāna (literally ‘inferior vehicle’) Buddhists. It should be 
noted that the Mahāyāna Buddhism was considered as an adaption of early Buddhism to cater to 
the changing religious needs of the people of that time. It included several completely new 
                                                             
11 Baruah (2008: 48) 
 
12 The exact number of schools varies between eighteen or twenty in traditional sources, while in inscriptions found, 
there number are more than twenty. 
 
13 Groner (1993: 3) 
64 
 
Buddhistic elements such as advocacy of dhāranī (magical incantations) as found in several 
Mahāyāna scriptures; faith in the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara as a protector deity; and belief that 
perfection of wisdom sūtras would protect those who followed it. With the passage of time, the 
new innovations of the Mahāyāna Buddhism gained much popularity and even attracted many 
Buddhist followers to its fold. The co-existence of Mahāyāna and Nikāya Buddhism in India was 
demonstrated in the travel records by the Chinese pilgrims, Fa Xian and Xuan Zang who visited 
India in the fifth and seventh century CE respectively. By the late seventh and early eight century 
CE, this co-existence became less pronounced as a result of fusion of their respective traditions, 
as noted by I-Ching (635-713 CE) in his travel records.   
 
By the sixth century CE, Esoteric Buddhism in India emerged as a distinct and influential 
movement. During this period, rituals were emphasized and much of its doctrinal traditions were 
disregarded by its followers. Interestingly, rituals of Esoteric Buddhism were quite similar to the 
then prevailing Hindu rituals. The subsequent growth of Esoteric Buddhism was perhaps again 
due to shifting aspirations of Buddhists and also because of the growing competition with 
Brahmanism, Jainism, and other Indian religious traditions of that time to defend their position. 
Groner argues that Buddhism’s deviation from its original rejection of an eternal and substantial 
Self (ātman) position, which was maintained since the early Buddhism, and also the development 
of their other doctrines to accommodate changing needs and religious aspirations of the people 
were probably some of the several factors that led to its decline in India. It is important to note 
here that originally Buddhism did not either dismiss or recognize the existence of ātman. The 
Buddha’s teachings were primarily concerned with the liberation from the suffering of existence. 
Since, existence consisted of rebirth, thus, the Buddhists had to later developed theories to 
safeguard their religious doctrines. The Buddhist theories, which were developed, closely 
resembled the already existing Brāhmanical teachings and theories about rebirth. It could be 
argued that these transformations gradually contributed to the subsequent decline of the Esoteric 
Buddhism in India.                  
 
During the eighth century CE, Shri Adi Sankara was instrumental for the revival of Hinduism. 
Brahmanical revivalists during Sankara’s time propounded and propagated that the Buddha was 
an incarnation of the Lord Vishnu. In some of the purānas,14 he is being described as having 
                                                             
14 It is difficult to ascribe exact dates to the purānas as they are believed to be compiled in different ages and 
circumstances but none earlier than the time of Sankara (eight century CE). Wilson (1840: x) argues that they seem 
to have accompanied or followed innovations and doctrines advocated by the Hindu religion reformers from 
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taken birth to mislead the demons. Furthermore, Sankara’s disapproval of animal sacrifice, the 
relaxation of caste rules without undermining the Brahmanical hegemony, and the organisation 
of monastic community on the lines of Buddhist Sangha provided additional help for the revival 
of Hinduism and turned the Buddha into just another of the countless deities of the Brahmanical 
pantheon. Various other causes have been attributed by scholars for Buddhism’s so-called 
decline such as exhaustion, internal corruption, sectarianism, and social failure of Buddhism, 
withdrawal of royal patronage, decline in urbanisation, Muslim invasion and so forth.15 However, 
Misra (nd. 111-2) argues that ‘both the rise and decline of Buddhism began almost 
simultaneously.’ Interestingly, it was in the supposed period of its decline that it went in a 
renovated vigour in Southeast Asia. Another set of scholars holds that the most important factor 
in the decline of Buddhism in India was really a gradual amalgamation into Hinduism unlike the 
common belief of Muslim invasion delivering the final blow to Buddhism.16 According to Joshi 
(1987: 309), “the Great Vehicle laid emphasis on the image worship, prayers and incantations, 
pompous ceremonies and rituals; it incorporated many folk-belief, and made room for the 
emotional demands of the laity, and in doing so, the Buddhists made a near and clear approach 
to Hinduism; this process ultimately led to the abolition of and distinction between the two 
faiths. The laymen and lay-women of India found no difference between the worship of Vishnu 
and Buddha, of Śiva and Avalokita, and of Tārā and Pārvatī.” No doubt that Joshi (Ibid.) made 
an exaggeration when he argued that no distinction existed between Buddhism and Hinduism in 
the past. As per the historical facts, even during the time of Muslim invasions in India, Buddhism 
never became extinct and survived in the inner East Bengal, Southern India, and Kashmir  
                                                                                                                                                                                             
Sankara’s time until as late as the sixteenth century CE. It is considered that not all of the purānas while making 
reference to the “Buddha” is actually pointing to the same person: some of them even refer to other persons, and 
some occurrences of the “Buddha” simply describe the quality as “a person possessing buddhi” (higher knowledge). 
 
15 See Mitra (1954) The Decline of Buddhism in India; Goyal (1987: 383-404) A History of Indian Buddhism; Sarao (2002) 
‘Double Tragedy: A Reappraisal of the Decline of Buddhism in India’; Conze (1980: 86) A Short History of Buddhism; 
Morgan (1956: 48) The Path of Buddha; Edkins (1893: 99) Chinese Buddhism: A Volume of Sketches, Historical, Descriptive, 
and Critical; Pande (1963; 491-2) Bauddha Dharma ke Vikās kā Itihās. 
 
16 See Smith (1919: 368) The Oxford History of India: From the Earliest Times to the End of 1911; Mitra (1954: 150-5) The 
Decline of Buddhism in India. 
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Valley.17 Moreover, with regards to the polyvalent nature of Buddhist and Hindu images, it is 
important to emphasize here that only a segment of the Indian religious community, mainly 
Hindus, accepts the Buddha and other bodhisattvas in their large pantheon of the Hindu gods 
and goddesses and worship them accordingly. On the other hand, mostly all Buddhists 
vehemently differ with this Hindu viewpoint.   
 
 
3.4 The Giri Sampradáya of Bodhgayā 
 
During the decline of Buddhism in India, a section of the Ekadandis or wandering renunciates 
carrying a single staff or stick of knowledge were organized by Sri Adi Shankara in the eighth 
century CE to provide a base for the growth of Hinduism. This organisation was named 
Daśanāmi sampradáya or Daśanāmi, literally ‘Tradition of Ten Names’ (daśa meaning ‘ten’ 
and nāma meaning ‘name’ in Sanskrit). Hindus who take up samnyasa in the Ekadandi tradition 
take up one of the ten names associated with this sampradáya and Giri (literally ‘the peak of a 
mountain’) was one of them. It is worth noting that unlike other sampradáya, Giri sampradáya 
admits anyone irrespective of caste, creed, gender and religion. They are also known to have 
abandoned the staff; use clothes and ornaments forbidden to orthodox Daśanāmis; make cash 
transactions and carry on trade [primarily known to the East India Company as honest and 
reliable traders (Cohn 1964: 176)]; and ‘some of them even marry’ (Wilson 1846: 130). All these 
practices led Giris to be labelled as ‘Atits’ (from Sanskrit       [Atithi], meaning ‘a guest, or a 
temporary dweller upon earth’) and were considered relatively impure by the so-called ‘orthodox’ 
Dandin Brahmin samnyāsins (Ibid.). 
 
It is said that in 1590 CE, a wandering Śaivite mendicant by the name of gossain.18 Ghamandi Giri 
came to Gayā on a pilgrimage. He belonged to the Giri order of Daśanāmi Sampradâya. Gossain 
                                                             
17 King Zain ul Abidin (1419-1470 CE) of Kashmir had a Buddhist minister. During the excavations at the ruins of 
the Chudamani Buddhist Vihāra in Nagapattinam in Tamil Nadu, which was built in 1006 CE, around three-
hundred fifty bronze images have been unearthed, dating from the eleventh to sixteenth century CE. They are now 
kept at the Government Museum in Chennai. 
http://www.nio.org/userfiles/file/events/sridhar.pdf. Accessed July 2012.  
 
18 Gossains or gosains or atsaras is the collective generic terms given to the eighteenth century CE Indian pilgrim 
traders to Tibet. These travellers were members of a much larger and more complex Indian mendicant movement or 
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Ghamandi Giri was so enamoured of the sylvan solitude of the vicinity of the Great Temple that 
he selected it for religious devotion and built a small math (monastery) near it. He also managed 
to buy much of the land in the surrounding area and soon gathered a group of followers around 
him.19 Shortly thereafter, he was recognised as a mahant, a saintly leader (abbot) and thus the 
lineage of Śaivites assumed de facto if not de jure temporal and spiritual jurisdiction over the site 
until the late nineteenth century CE. In keeping with the Hindu tradition that Śiva or Maheswara 
was the inspiring deity of the Lord Buddha, the image (Śivalinga) of a four-faced Śiva was 
enshrined in the centre of the Temple,20 which was worshipped by the Hindus together with the 
image of the Lord Buddha as the ninth incarnation of Vishnu. It was only in 1891, when a 
Buddhist pilgrim from Ceylon, Anagarika Dharmapāla, challenged the then Hindu mahant’s 
authority in the court not only to restore the most sacred site for the Buddhists in their hands 
but also their entitlement to worship the image of the Buddha in the Temple as per Buddhist 
religious traditions.  
 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
culture during that period (Huber 2008: 207). Bysack (1890: 52) observed that ‘Among the Śaivas, or followers of 
Śiva, the Udasis, or non-householders, prevails more than in any other sect, and they pass under the designation of 
samnyāsin or gossains, though the latter appellation is appropriated in Bengal by the Vaishnava gurus, specially the 
followers of Chaitanya, the descendents of Adwaita and Nityananda.’ Hence, it can be said that the gossains came 
from both Śaiva and Vaishnava religious roots. 
 
19 According to Barua (1934: 81), the Bodhgayā Math was the second wealthiest landlord in Bihar district, and the 
richest religious establishment. For more on the working of maths in the nineteenth century CE India, please see 
Wilson (1846) Sketch of the religious sects of the Hindus. At the time of independence in 1947, the math was determined to 
have owned about 16,000 acres of land and the enormous revenue these holdings generated (a figure which British 
officials ascertained to have been INR 59,004 per annum, or about GBP 6,000) [Cf Doyle (1997)] 
 
The Bodhgayā Math was not alone in being a wealthy and powerful Daśanāmi establishment, for throughout the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Daśanāmi, and particularly the Giris, were noted for the power and 
influence they wielded by virtue of being major traders, bankers, and landlords. See Bayly (1988: 140) Rulers, 
Townsmen and Bazaars: North Indian Society in the Age of British Expansion, 1770-1870; Cohn (1964: 175-82) ‘The Role of 
the gossains in the Economy of Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Upper India’; Sinha and Saraswati (1978: 79-81) 
Ascetics of Kashi: An Anthropological Exploration; and van der Veer (1989: 130) Gods on Earth. 
 
20 This image was removed by the British Archaeologists during the repair works to the Temple in the late 1870s and 
was never replaced. Nonetheless, the round demarcated area in the middle of the sanctum floor of the Temple is 
still being worshipped by the Hindus devotees as the place of Śiva.  
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In 1811-12, Francis Buchanan-Hamilton visited what is now known as Bihar on a survey to 
‘inquire’ into the habits and conditions of the people of Northeast India (and also to survey of 
the resources of the region as well) commissioned by the British East India Company. According 
to his account, he found only one indigenous Buddhist in the entire region of Buddha’s 
birthplace and that too a former Śaiva samnyāsin of the mahant’s math who had been converted by 
two Burmese Buddhists on pilgrimage to Bodhgayā.21 Francis Buchanan was told by the then 
mahant that even in 1812, his predecessor Mahant Chetan Giri used to give an allowance to a 
family of Rajputs which acted as pujaris to the temple and took care not only of the various small 
buildings erected by his predecessors and of the several trees but also offered flowers and water 
to Mahāmuni and preserved the image from injury. Those Rajput pujaris gave orthodox names 
to the images in their charge and considered Mahāmuni as an incarnation of Vishnu. It is 
interesting to note that even after almost a century, in 1903, when the Commission deputed by 
the British India government went to Hem Narayan Giri’s residence, they were rather baffled to 
see an image of Buddha was worshipped as Bhairo (Śiva) and not as Vishnu, though, he was 
considered as an incarnation of Vishnu by the mahant and his followers. This interesting case of 
ambivalent fluid identity of religious images, which was quite prevalent during that time (and 
even now) in India was due to the ambiguous origins of gods and even more complex 
development over the time during which several regional sects amalgamated. 
 
Śiva as a representation of Pashupati is believed to be a pre-Aryān deity. Depending upon how it 
has been used, whether as an adjective or as a name, the word Śiva could have numerous 
meanings. Śiva finds occurrences in various Hindu religious texts such as purānas and the 
Mahābharata. Various translations of these texts by several scholars over the time provided 
different interpretations of Śiva. Adi Sankara, in his interpretation of the thousand names in 
praise of Vishnu in the Sri Vishnu Sahasranama, an important Hindu religious text, explains Śiva 
to have multiple meanings – “The Pure One”, or “the One who is not affected by 
three Gunas of Prakrti (Sattva, Rajas, and Tamas)” or “the One who purifies everyone by the 
very utterance of His name.”22 Both Śiva and Rudra (a Vedic deity) shares many attributes and 
                                                             
21 Buchanan’s complete manuscript is located at the Indian Office Records and Private Papers (British Library, 
London); his account of Bihar is published as An Account of the Districts of Bihar and Patna 1811-1812; a partial 
account, with illustrations, was first published in Martin (ed.) (1838) The History, Antiquities, Topography, and Statistics of 
Eastern India: Behar (Patna city) and Shahabad. 
 
22 Tapasyananda (1986: 47: 122) 
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hence, both names are being used interchangeably to identify with the present form of Śiva. 
Since, Rudra was linked with several significant Vedic deities, Śiva automatically assumed 
relationship with them in the Brāhmanas (composed around 800 BCE) and subsequently became 
one of the primary deities in the Hindu pantheon together with Vishnu. It was during the 
Purānic period (eight century–sixteenth century CE) that both Śiva and Vishnu were well 
established Hindu gods with a large following and several mythical stories to prove supremacy of 
one to the other. Vishnu, as per the Vishnu Purāna (fourth century CE), is portrayed as 
awakening and becoming both Brahmā, to create the world, and Śiva, to destroy it. Śiva, on the 
hand is viewed as a manifestation of Vishnu in the Bhagavata Purāna (ninth century or tenth 
century CE). There are also stories of both Śiva and Vishnu in a combined deity form of Hari-
Hara, in which Vishnu is considered as the ‘hari’ and Śiva as the ‘hara.’ This twin form, which is 
also known as Hari Rudra, is cited in the Mahābharata.23   
 
As per the religious scriptures of Esoteric Buddhism, Śiva Mahā Deva (the Great God) is known 
as Lha Chen. In Nyingma (Great Perfection) practice text by Lochen Dharma Sri, one can also 
find a mention of Śiva in the form of an explicit Śiva mantra. Śiva Rudra in Esoteric Buddhism is 
considered as a transformation of Śiva. The Buddhist Mahākāla, the subjugated Great Protector, 
have similar characteristics as the Hindu form of Śiva Mahākāla in the retinue mantras for 
Nyingma Mahākāla or Śakya Mahākāla.  Several scriptures of Esoteric Buddhism, most notably 
in the Sarva-tathāgata-tattva-samgraha (composed during the late seventh century CE) and 
the Vajrapāny-abhiseka-mahātantra, depicts Maheśwara (one of the names of Śiva in Hinduism), 
as an evil being who was killed by Vajrapani.24 The Saddharma Pundarīka Sūtra (commonly 
known as the Lotus Sūtra) is one of the earliest Mahāyana Sūtra and the twenty-fourth chapter of 
the same speaks of Śiva as an emanation of Avalokiteshvara. It is also believed that Śiva himself 
will attain the Buddhatva (Buddhahood) in the future as the Bhasmeshvara Buddha.  
 
The profound overlap and mutual influence of the common vocabulary of religious symbolism 
of the two distinct religious, Buddhism and Hinduism, can be easily read by the laity, the 
‘average’ member of the public, as equal. But that does not make them part of one ‘religion.’ 
Trevithick (2006: 157) argues that such simple transformation where the worshipper transform 
the image into some acceptable deity through a private mental act had been quite common 
                                                             
23 Hopkins (1915: 221) 
 
24 Davidson (2004: 148) 
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throughout India for centuries. And so to say that the Buddha’s image was worshipped only as 
Vishnu or Śiva and vice-versa in the earlier times (and even in the present times) would be wrong. 
It has been difficult to give only a single identity to any deity because of their ambivalent fluid 
nature, especially in India, which is often dependent on the viewer’s interpretation.  
Figure 3.1: A relief dated c. 807 CE depicting Surya, Lakulisa and Vishnu. Its inscription commemorates the dedication of a four-
faced Śivalinga at the Mahābodhi. This sculpture no longer survives. (Source: Asher 1986: 56)   
 
Bodhgayā since at least the Buddha’s own lifetime has been visited by both Hindu and Buddhist 
pilgrims for different reasons. This argument has been strengthened by the findings of both 
Hindu and Buddhist imagery at Bodhgayā and the best known among them being a Brahmanical 
relief found (but it no longer survives) dated c. 807 CE depicting Surya, Lakulisa and Vishnu with 
an inscription commemorating the dedication of a four-faced Śivalinga at the Mahābodhi25(see 
figure 3.1). However, even today, in the compound of the present Mahant Sudarshan Giri, who 
is sixteenth in succession to the first Mahant Ghamandi Giri, several Hindu images along with 
various Buddhist sculptures can be found that are venerated daily with offerings by a Hindu 
priest. Some of the Hindu images can still be found under the pipal tree just north of the 
Temple, which receives homage both from the Hindu and Buddhist pilgrims. In addition, it was 
quite common in the past (and even today at mahant’s compound) for local worshippers to fuse 
the image of Padmapani (a bodhisattva) with a Hindu goddess Tara Devi (see figure 3.2). 
However, it could be argued that this might be a case of misrepresentation of common themes 
in two distinct religions. By no way this would mean that the Hindus revered the Buddhist 
bodhisattva, Padmapani, or Buddhists venerated the Hindu goddess, Tara Devi, as circumstances 
would suggest. Trevithick (2006: 157) argues that such simple transformation where the 
                                                             
25 Asher (1986: 56) 
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worshipper transform the image into some acceptable deity through a private mental act had 
been quite common throughout India for centuries.   
 
 
Figure 3.2: Left: One of the idols in the Hindu mahānt’s compound being venerated daily with offerings by the Hindu priests. 
Note the Śivalinga in front of what looks like a bodhisattva’s image (stūpa carved on both sides as seen in the close-up figure on 
the right) appropriated as Hindu goddess Tara Devi. (Source: By Author 2011) 
 
The syncretism of Buddhist gods26 into Hindu pantheon and vice-versa has been discussed above. 
In the following section, I would briefly discuss the relationship between these two dominant 
religions with the local non-Brāhmanic Hindu traditions that could be traced to the pre-Vedic 
times. There are several examples to illustrate that the primary god and goddesses of both 
religions were adapted and amalgamated in the folk Hindu religions, which were based on local 
traditions and cults of the indigenous deities. One such example of syncretism being a regional 
deity Khandoba, who is considered as the patron of farming and herding communities mainly in 
Maharashtra state of India. Khandoba is believed as an epitome of Hindu god Śiva and is 
worshipped in the form of Śivalinga at its foremost centre of worship in Jejuri, Maharashtra 
(India). Various other examples were also found near to the Mahābodhi Temple where several 
the Buddha images in the neighbouring village shrines of Bodhgayā were found draped in 
different robes (see figure 3.3) and being worshipped by predominantly Hindu villagers as the 
local Hindu deities, which is being characterised by their garments. A number of folklores were 
also invented to “take on new roles and new meanings in response to the changing world around 
them.”27 It may be noted that draping of images with different coloured robes is not just a Hindu 
                                                             
26 The term ‘gods’ is used here as a mark of high respect rather than in the sense to mean the creator; Supreme 
Being; or supernatural entity. 
 
27 Davis (1999: 261) 
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cultural tradition, but even the Buddhists have also adopted this tradition of giving the Buddha 
images (especially some) different robes for different seasons or just draping the image in a robe 
(usually saffron, yellow, or a reddish brown) as a means of merit-making.   
 







Figure 3.3: Images of the Buddha 
transformed into different Hindu deity 
forms found in the Hindu shrines in 
villages surrounding Bodhgayā.  
(Source: By Author 2011) 
 
 
3.5 Hem Narāyan Giri (1867-1891): The Zamīndār Mahant 
 
Mahant Hem Narāyan Giri (1867–1891) was the disciple, heir, and successor to Mahant Bhopat 
Giri who according to a letter by J A Bourdillion, Commissioner of the Patna Division (dated 6 th 
April 1897) to the Chief Secretary to the Government of Bengal was the “proprietor and 
possessor of the shrine at Bodh Gayā, pargana Maher, district Gayā.”28 In Mahant Hem Narāyan 
Giri’s own description, he was a zamīndār and fakir (monk) by profession (from translation of 
pattah or lease of the plot of ground on which the inspection bungalow stands at Bodh Gayā, 
dated 6th August 1886). I have mentioned earlier that during Hem Narāyan Giri’s time as the 
mahant of the Bodhgayā Math, the wealth grew enormously and it became one the most powerful 
religious establishment in Bihar district. Though, it was not only the wealth which was multiplied 
during his tenure but also his reputation with the British administrators of India. On January 1, 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
 
28 It is important to note that the whole question of who owns the Mahābodhi Temple was heavily contested since 
the late nineteenth century until mid-twentieth century when the Government of India took the Temple under their 
control and formed a joint committee of both Buddhists and Hindus to take care of its everyday management. 
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1877, the day when Victoria was proclaimed the Empress of India, the mahant was presented a 
certificate signed by Sir Richard Temple contained the following: 
 
“By command of His Excellency the Viceroy and Governor-General this certificate is presented in 
the name of Her Most Gracious Majesty Victoria, Empress of India, to Mahant Hem Narāyan Gir 
.... in recognition of his liberality during the scarcity [1873–1874 famine] and the invaluable 
assistance he has given to the authorities when called upon.”29 
 
During the early nineteenth century, the math had more than a thousand samnyāsins attached to it, 
though many of whom lived in the twenty-two “inferior houses” attached to the mother math 
(see figure 3.4 for the present math building) or were “abroad on pilgrimage” (Buchanan 1922). 
Mahant Hem Narāyan Giri was in-charge of several large and small Śaivite maths30 and had ‘a 
steady income from the offerings made by Hindu pilgrims to the sacred pipal-tree in the 
enclosure of the Great Temple.’ In all, his annual income was somewhat in the range of INR 
80,00031 (Mitra 1878: 6). Though, he was quite affluent, yet he always remained a fatherly figure 
to his hundreds of disciples, highly respected by both local and regional people.  
Figure 3.4: Inner central courtyard of the palatial 
Bodhgayā Math, which is around 200 yards north-






                                                             
29 Cf Doyle (1998: 134). 
 
30 Hem Narāyan Giri built an enormous math in Kashi “at a cost of about fifty thousand rupees for the benefit of 
those gossains of his order who wished to pass the last days of their life in the holy city of Kashi.” (Cf Doyle 1998: 
137) Sinha and Saraswati (1978: 81) asserts that during the first quarter of the twentieth century, the Bodhgayā Math 
was one of the most affluent of Banares’ maths, and a place where “all big men of the city and the high officials were 
entertained.”  
 
31 Sinha and Saraswati (1978: 81) states that Hem Narāyan’s successor Krishna Dayal’s income, which was “derived 
from presents offered to the great Mahābodhi temple, personal presents made by disciples to him and to the holy 
shrines in the math, and the landed property, amount to upwards of a lakh of rupees a year.” 
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The British administrators were aware of Hem Narāyan’s substantial circle of influence and 
hence were quite sensitive not to offend the prejudices of the mahant. Furthermore, they always 
proclaimed the policy of scrupulous neutrality in religious matters of indigenous Indian 
population. During the colonial period, communal violence between Hindus and Muslims was a 
regular feature in towns of Gayā and Benares but the colonial government in the interest of 
keeping the peace never took any harsh stance to hurt the religious feelings of any party. This 
was also important to protect the local status quo and prevent any repeat of 1857 mutiny, which 
was the result of impoverished understanding of indigenous religious principles by British 
colonizers. And to administer and maintain the overall peace they were dependent on the 
cooperation of native elite men like the mahant. Even Anagarika Dharmapāla32 praised the 
Mahant Hem Narāyan Giri for being quite friendly to Buddhists, and also personally wished him 
success. On the other hand, he criticised his successor, Krishna Dayal Giri to only protect his 
zamīndāri rights and not interested in maintaining the Mahābodhi Temple, which he 
acknowledged to belong to the ‘Buddha bhagwaan.’ As per the written records, Mahant Hem 
Narāyan donated money to J D Beglar (Resident Executive Engineer of the Public Works 
Department) for the Temple’s renovation project for which, he was later sent a letter of 
appreciation by the Lieutenant-Governor thanking him for his assistance offered in connection 
with the preservation works being executed at the old temple in Bodh Gayā.33 It could be argued 
that the donations by Hem Narāyan Giri to the renovations were also in his own financial 
interest as well as a matter of generosity, but most importantly to develop friendly relations with 









                                                             
32 Anon. (1923 a) ‘The Temple at Bodhgayā: A Case for the Buddhists to Control It.’  
 
33 This communiqué from Horace A Cockerell, Secretary to the Government of Bengal, Judicial, Political and 
Appointment Departments [No. 621, Calcutta, 25th March, 1881, is appended to Anugrah Narayan Singh Bahadur 
(1893: 16) Brief History of Bodh Gayā Math. Calcutta: Bengal Secretariat Press].  
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3.6 Discerning British and the Re-Discovery of Bodhgayā 
 
The arrival of British colonizers and the writings of the Western Orientalist significantly 
informed the dispute over the rightful control of Bodhgayā by propagating anti-Hindu polemic. 
The word ‘religion’ has roots in the post-Enlightenment era and the way it was used in the 
colonial period was something not obvious in pre-colonial India. As Daniel Dubuisson [quoted 
by Sayers (2003: 90)] writes that ‘what the West and the history of religions in its wake have 
objectified under the name ‘religion’ is . . . something quite unique, which could be appropriate 
only to itself and its own history.’ The words used in other languages for similar concepts, such 
as ‘dharma’, ‘bhakti’, ‘Tao’, or ‘islam’, have vastly different histories. The history of other cultures’ 
interaction with the religious category is therefore their interaction with an idea that first 
developed in Europe under the influence of Christianity (Fitzgerald 2007: 45-46).  
 
Unarguably, Buddhism is a religion that could never be properly grasped by mere scholarship 
alone. The vyañjana and artha are two things in the Dharma. The vyañjana (the letter) refers to the 
exact literal meaning of a statement and the artha (spirit) refers to the intentions behind a 
statement, and the broader nuances and implications that the letters might convey. A bhikkhu 
may know the whole of the three pitakas and yet he may have failed to understand the artha 
thereof. It is a religion that teaches the ideal of the utmost devout application to the 
psychological ethics and illuminating wisdom known as dhyāna. Only a harmonious balancing of 
the vyañjana and artha would make one to understand the spirit of the Dharma, which would 
further help in the spiritual growth of the religious follower. In the Dantabhumi Sutta, Majjhima 
Nikaya, Uparipannasaka, Prince Jayasena of Rajagriha, met a bhikkhu by the name of 
Aggivessana, and questioned him about the methods of mental concentration. The bhikkhu 
answered and said that the Prince might not be able to understand the process even if it is 
explained to him. The Prince was persistent, and the bhikkhu began to expound the method. The 
Prince expressed his scepticism and said that such thing cannot be. The bhikkhu came to the 
Blessed One and reported the conversation, and the Buddha said that the Doctrine can be seen, 
perceived, realized only by such as are living the life.  
 
Since their involvement with the Mahābodhi Temple, the British were always faced with 
problems that involved competing versions of sacred history and conflicting claims to the sacred 
space at Bodhgayā. Their own understanding of the two religions, Buddhism and Hinduism, 
influenced by Orientalist constructions of knowledge did not help them much and they always 
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maintained the belief that Buddhist and Hindu religious views and activities were at odds. 
Hamilton-Buchanan’s (1809) suspicion that “certain persons have imagined the followers of the 
Buddha to be a branch of the sect of Vishnu”34 and Mitra’s (1878) recommendation that in any 
future restoration, the stairs leading up to the Bodhi Tree terrace, although recently installed by 
the Maratha benefactor be left in place as they were “of great use to Hindu pilgrims who would 
feel greatly offended,” if they had to use the steps employed by Buddhists,35 clearly shows the 
British attitude during that time. However, nothing much changed even after almost a century as 
one of Curzon’s advisors referred to the Buddha-avatar formula as “one of the most 
extraordinary perversions of which the Brahmin mind has been capable.”36  
 
During the Burmese repairs and restoration activities of the Mahābodhi Temple in 1877, the 
British had the pre-conception that since the work by Burmese was done with religious zeal in a 
way that it demolished old-landmarks rather than with an understanding of architecture, 
archaeology and history, it might somehow offend the religious sensibilities of Hem Narāyan 
Giri and his followers. On the contrary, as pointed put by Doyle (1998: 139) and Trevithick 
(1988: 47-48), the mahant was at ease by the King Mindon’s restorations and there were no 
recorded grievances by him. Moreover, the Burmese officials overseeing the restoration project 
became good friends with the mahant and like their predecessors, they also stayed at the math and 
made generous donations to both the mahant and the Temple. This friendship grew even 
stronger when Hem Narāyan promised revenue-free land for the construction of a monastery for 
the monks and a paribhoga building for the preservation of the offerings made to the Bodhi Tree 
and the Temple. To supervise the work, two monks continued to reside in the math after the 
completion of Burmese restorations. In 1880, a rest-house about eighty-yards to the west of the 
Temple was built by the mahant at his own cost for accommodation of pilgrims in return for 
many presents made by the King of Burma to the mahant (see figure 2.5). This rest-house37 
consisted of three rooms and a verandah with a platform all in masonry work. After 1891, it 
                                                             
34 Cf Trevithick (1988: 12) 
 
35 Ibid. (47-8) 
 
36 Ibid. (12) 
 
37 This rest-house together with some nearby huts were pulled down by the Government in 1956 in the name of 




became the base in Bodhgayā for the Sinhalese Theravāda Buddhist monks and the lay people, 
who later converted it to a makeshift temple by installing a tenth century Buddha’s statue from 
Japan, which created serious tension between the Buddhists, mainly the Sinhalese, and the Hindu 
mahant. The rest-house was finally given back into the custody of the mahant after he won a long 
legal case in 1910. Scholars38 tend to agree that this rest-house together with some nearby huts 
were pulled down by the Government of India in 1956 in the name of beautification for the 
Buddha Jayanti celebrations, which marked the 2500th anniversary of the Buddha’s 
enlightenment. Since, the Mahābodhi Temple complex has been always the only focus for 
archaeologists and government officials, no comprehensive site plan was ever prepared during 
the early twentieth century regarding the surrounding historic structures of the Mahābodhi 
Temple complex. Thus, we could only speculate the exact location and size of the rest-house 
built in 1880, however, during my fieldwork, I found another rest-house (or Zayat as it is being 
known commonly called by the present Burmese pilgrims who often stay there during their 
sojourn in Bodhgayā) [see figure 3.5] believed to be built around same time as the other rest-
house understood to be demolished in 1956. This present Zayat is under the Bodhgayā Math’s 
property and is around eighty-yards to the east of the Temple complex boundary (see figure 3.6) 
and is much bigger in size than the other demolished rest-house to the west of the Temple.    
 
Figure 3.5: The rest-house (or Zayat in Burmese) built around 1880 by the then Hindu mahant for the Burmese Buddhist pilgrims 
visiting Bodhgayā. (Source: By Author 2010)  
 
During Hem Narāyan’s time, the British Orientalist and archaeologists were writing vigorously 
about Hindus re-appropriating the Buddha and bodhisattvas as Brāhmanical gods. As discussed 
earlier, the Mahābodhi was a shared sacred space between the Hindus and Buddhists for 
centuries before the arrival of a young Ceylonese, Anagarika Dharmapāla to Bodhgayā in 1891. I 
                                                             
38 Doyle (1997:140) 
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have used ‘shared’ here to describe the situation as there is no known religious tension or legal 
battle occurred before 1891 with regards to the sacred tree or the Temple. The religious 
followers of both Hinduism and Buddhism were allowed to perform rituals at the Bodhi Tree 
and the image inside the sanctum as per their own traditions. The visiting Buddhists pilgrims to 
this sacred space were made aware of the fact by the people of the Hindu mahant of Bodhgayā 
Math, not to injure the feelings of Hindus by performing any religious act that deemed 
unsatisfactory to the Hindu religion. This informal agreement between the Hindu mahant and 
Buddhist pilgrims and visitors had been quite amiable and lasted for centuries without any real 
problems. According to the historical facts, as described earlier, several Buddhist pilgrims when 
visited Bodhgayā either to venerate this holy place or to do renovations to the Temple and 
surrounding structures, stayed at Bodhgayā Math and developed a friendly relation with the 
Hindu mahant.  
 
Figure 3.6: The rest-house (or Zayat in Burmese) built 
around 1880 by the then Hindu mahant for the Burmese 
Buddhist pilgrims visiting Bodhgayā. The yellow & red 
enclosures indicate land ownership of the Temple and math 
respectively. (Source: Adapted from Google Earth, 2012)  
 
 
Here, I would like to draw attention to the 
Nat-hlaung-kyaung temple in Bagan 
(formerly Pagan), Myanmar (formerly 
Burma) to illustrate another case of 
religious tolerance among followers of the 
Buddha and Hindus in the past. Nat-
hlaung-kyaung, as it is commonly known to 
the local Burmans, means ‘Shrine Confining 
Nats or Spirits,’ which as per Strachan, is an indication of the “triumph of purified Buddhism 
over Brahmanic” in the present Bagan.39 However, to most early Hindus it was always known as 
Nat-daw-kyaung, meaning ‘Shrine of the Sacred Devas.’ Presently, it is the only surviving Hindu 
temple dedicated to the Lord Vishnu amidst several Buddhist monuments inside the old city 
walls. It is believed to be one of the earliest Bagan temples built in c. 961 CE by the legendary 
King Taungthugyi (reigned 931-964 CE) to cater to the religious needs of wealthy Hindu 
                                                             
39 Strachan (1989: 39) 




merchants and brāhmana priests at his royal court. Some scholars, however, argues that it may 
have been built as late as the reign of King Anawrahta (1044-1077 CE), who brought Theravāda 
Buddhism to Bagan and ordered the construction of this temple to confine all non-Buddhist 
religious images including indigenous Myanmar nats and Hindu devas inside this temple only in 
an effort to establish ‘pure’ Theravāda Buddhism in his reign. The several names given to the 
temple, as Strachan40 argues, indicate the religious struggle that ensued between Vaishnavite 
Hindu ideas and the Theravāda Buddhism (southern Buddhist tradition) that came to the 
kingdom with Anawrahta. Though, it seems that religious tolerance also apparently existed 
during that time as this Hindu temple was not demolished and later restored by Vaishnavas from 
various parts of the Indian peninsula in the thirteenth century CE.41 It is believed that niches on 
the outer walls of the original temple hall consisted stucco images of the ten incarnations of 
Vishnu including the Buddha, as per the Hindu beliefs. I have discussed earlier that how both 
Buddhist and Hindu iconography mutually influenced each other over time and it was quite 
common to see the Buddha being appropriated as Vishnu and vice-versa by their respective 
followers. 
 
It could be argued that the issue and expression of sacred domains and the significance of its 
control essentially began during the late nineteenth century when the British Government of 
India spent quite a considerable time and money to do a large-scale restoration of the 
Mahābodhi Temple. They later even appointed a care-taker for the maintenance of the same. It 
was soon after the works completed, some British-Indian administrators began to question the 
proprietorship by a ‘Hindu’ mahant of what they considered as a ‘Buddhist’ Temple. Major Mead 
(Cunningham 1966: 87) under Cunningham’s direction produced a report in 1873 that shed light 
on Hindus’ ways of interchanging Buddhist figures and imagery, he wrote: 
 
“No conversion is required, as the people accept one of these votive stūpas of the Buddhists as a 
ready-made lingam.” 
                                                             
40 Ibid. 
 
41 The following paragraph appeared in the issue of Amrita Bazar Patrika of the 13 th Sept 1903: “It appears from an 
inscription discovered by the Hon’ble Mr A T Arundel recently at Pagan in Burma that a Bishnu temple at Pagan 
was a recipient of certain gifts from a native of Mahodayarpatnam in Cranganore in Malabar. The inscription is in 
Sanskrit and Tamil, the latter in the characters of the thirteenth century of the Christian era. The Sanskrit verse is 
taken from ‘Makundamala,’ a poem by Kulasekhara a Baishnav saint who flourished before the eleventh century, the 
temple is referred to as the ‘Bishnu temple of those coming from various countries.’ ’’ [Shome (1904: 37-38)] 
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Mitra (1878: 4) also asserted the same point in his report that it was quite easy for a Buddhist 
stūpa to be substituted for a Śaivite linga. During a tour of the graveyard at the Bodhgayā Math, 
he found that miniature votive stūpa picked up from the Buddhist ruins in the neighbourhood, 
which were half buried at the funerary temple for mahants, passed very well for a Śivalinga (see 
figure 3.7). As no written records are available, it is rather difficult to ascertain on how the 
Buddhist pilgrims then must have felt to see the Buddhist votive stūpas being used as Hindu 
lingas. Even so, it could be said without doubt that they definitely had felt a strong association 
with the sacred Mahābodhi Temple, but presumably, never gathered enough courage to go 
against the dominant Hindu mahant and the prevalent Hindu rituals in India. 
 
 
Figure 3.7: a) Left: Readymade Śivalingas in the form of votive stūpas at the samādhi site of earlier mahants. (Source: By Author, 
2010) 
b) Right: Two small votive stūpas, found to the north of the Mahābodhi Temple, from the Archaeological Survey of India 
Collections, taken by Henry Baily Wade Garrick in 1880-81. (Source: ©The British Library Board. All Rights Reserved) 
 
During early to the mid-nineteenth century, the Mahābodhi Temple became a significant 
property for the development of Indian archaeology. Several of its Buddha images and vases and 
other artefacts and antiquities were removed in an organised way to be either sold to museums in 
Britain or kept in private possessions. In 1847, Captain Markham Kittoe was appointed as the 
part-time Archaeological Inquirer. The receipt of his first report suggests that the British were 
not keen in any actual preservation but only in recording an accurate description of such remains 
which they deemed significant: 
  
“We have recently had presented to us, by Captain Kittoe . . . drawings of sculptures at Boodh  
Gayā [sic], of considerable interest. He has offered to collect for our museum, remains of such as 
may throw light on the ancient history of the country.”42  
                                                             
42 Cf Trevithick (1988: 15). 
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Major General Alexander Cunningham’s terms of appointment as the first Director of the newly 
established the Archaeological Survey of India in 1861 allowed keeping for himself a good 
amount of unearthed artefacts during the survey.43   
 
In 1878, following the eviction of the Burmese as the British were unhappy with their repair 
works, the Government of India assumed responsibility for the repair and restoration of the 
Mahābodhi Temple. It is important to highlight that this was done with no intention of 
facilitating or promoting Buddhist worship there as the British antiquarians were more interested 
in inscriptions on buildings rather than religious traditions.44 They were also aware of the fact 
that by favoring any one sect they would infringe upon their own policy of ‘neutrality’ and might 
disturb the local status quo. So, initially they never questioned the legitimacy of the Temple and, as 
Mitra (2005) puts it, they saw no reason to go to extremity for a ‘sect’ that had “long disappeared 
from this country.” In Mitra’s view, “All such monuments belong to Government, and 
Government has every right to see to their preservation.”45 Later, with the arrival of Lord 
Curzon, the Temple issue got enlarged from being not simply either a Hindu or a Buddhist 
shrine but to, in a true imperial sense, a British Indian monument. 
 
                                                             
43 Cunningham claimed in 1874 to have had some relics in his possession: “But it has been my bad luck to lose 
everything that I left behind in England by the great fire at the Pantechnicon, including all my Buddhist antiquities 
and relics.” [Cf Trevithick (2006: 31)] 
 
44 Even before Rájendralála Mitra’s visit to Bodhgayā in 1877 to inspect the work of the Burmese excavators and 
also to collect the ancient remains, several British antiquarians visited the Mahābodhi Temple, such as Sir Charles 
Wilkins, Dr Buchanan-Hamilton (1809), Mr Hawthorne (1832), Major Markham Kittoe (1846), Major General 
Cunningham (1861 and 1871). However, the works of these antiquarians were principally devoted to collect 
inscriptions and sculptures, either for their private or the British Museum collection. Some of them published 
reports, though not detailed, in the Journal of the Asiatic Society of Bengal and the Transactions of the Royal Asiatic Society of 
Great Britain and Ireland (Mitra 1878: iii-v). The preamble of the Ancient Monuments Bill of 1904 stated the 
objectives of the measure “to provide for the preservation of ancient monuments, for the exercise of control over 
traffic in antiquities, and over excavation, and for the protection and acquisition of ancient monument and of 
objects of archaeological, historical, or artistic interest.” (For the full text of Lord Curzon’s speech in the Legislative 
Council at Calcutta, on March 18, 1904, on the motion of the Bill, see Curzon (1906) Lord Curzon in India: Being a 
Selection from his Speeches as Viceroy & Governor-General of India 1898 – 1905)  
 
45 Cf Trevithick (1988: 49) 
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While the repairs and the restorations had been going on, Sir Edwin Arnold, an ardent 
Theosophist, and the author of The Light of Asia, had, began to influence the Government of 
England as well as in India by appealing in the press to have the Temple restored to the 
Buddhists.  
      
‘I have since appealed to the Government of India and to all enlightened Hindu gentlemen, by a 
public letter, against such sad neglect of the noblest locality in all their Indian philosophic annals; 
and I cherish the hope of seeing the temple and its precincts – which are all Government property 
– placed under the guardianship of Buddhists. But whether the temple and its relics be preserved 
with proper reverence or not, neither bigotry, Brahminism, not time can ever destroy the inherent 
sanctity of the scene, or diminish the spell which broods the memorable landscape..... What site – 
even in India – can be compared to imperishable association with this of the little Fig tree at 
Buddhagayā . . .’ (Arnold 1906: 235-6) 
 
Though his suggestion was received sympathetically, it had little effect, at least in India. 
However, it influenced a young Ceylonese Buddhist, Anagarika Dharmapāla, who was a 
Theosophical student at that time and later became a preacher, rebel, and monk, fighting hard 
for the cause of the liberation of the Mahābodhi Temple from the hands of the Hindus. 
 
 
3.7 Anagarika Dharmapāla: A Brief Biographical Sketch 
 
Anagarika Dharmapāla was one of the most important Buddhist reformers in the nineteenth 
century Sri Lanka. He not only influenced the shaping of the modern Sinhalese society during 
their colonization but also revived awareness and interest of the Buddhist world towards 
significant sites related to the Buddha’s life in India. Dharmapāla, when first arrived at Bodhgayā 
in 1891, was quite distressed after seeing broken statues of the Lord Buddha lying scattered here 
and there and also by the on-going Hindu rituals in the vicinity of the Bodhi Tree and Temple. 
He then vowed to formally lay claim to the Mahābodhi Temple on behalf of Buddhists of the 
world. He was greatly influenced by Colonel Olcott and Madame Blavatsky and their 
Theosophical ideas. But soon he distanced himself from the Theosophical Society and its ideas 
of universal brotherhood to start a long and complex legal battle against the Hindu mahant of 
Bodhgayā to gain control of the Temple. Dharmapāla established the Mahā Bodhi Society both 
in Colombo, Sri Lanka [earlier Ceylon] (1891) and Kolkata, India (1892) to help him with the 
revival of Buddhism. He died in 1933 with a little success in Bodhgayā but elsewhere was able to 
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build vihāras, such as in Sarnath and Calcutta (now Kolkata). However, it was only due to his 
hard work that the Bodhgayā Temple Act of 1949 was passed and the sacred Temple was 
handed over to the Temple Management Committee in 1953. Dharmapāla and his Mahā Bodhi 
Society could thus be credited for laying the foundation for the context seen today at Bodhgayā 
where politics and religion have found their complex ground of interaction.    
 
 
3.7.1 Dharmapāla’s Early Life and Influences 
 
Anagarika Dharmapāla was born in Ceylon in September 1864 and was given the name Don 
David Hewavitarana. His parents Don Carolis Hewavitarana and Mallika Hewavitarana belonged 
to the aristocratic couple of Ceylon (now known as Sri Lanka), and were known for their 
traditional piety and leadership in different spheres of life. Don David was a Sinhalese Buddhist 
by caste but due to Anglicisation of culture in Ceylon (and also because of the elite status of his 
family) during those times, he was sent to Saint Thomas College in Colombo for studies. During 
his school days, David was an exceptional student and showed great interest in the study of the 
Bible. As per an entry in his 1918 diary, he began to learn Sinhalese when he was eight years old 
(Trevithick 2006: 43). Interestingly, his choice to write in the ‘colonial language’ rather than in his 
own ‘mother tongue’ during most of his lifetime suggests that he was greatly influenced by the 
colonial religion and culture. Furthermore, it could be argued that Dharmapāla’s life and his 
work was largely a complex mix of western elements and traditional Theravāda Buddhism that 
contributed to a whole new religious syncretism tradition or “Creolization.”46 
                                                             
46 Here, I am greatly influenced by the article ‘Henry Steel Olcott and “Protestant Buddhism”’ by Prothero (1995: 
281-302), where he argues that Olcott’s Protestant Buddhism was not a straightforward amalgamation of traditional 
Theravāda Buddhism and Weber’s Protestantism as described by Obeyesekere (1970) in his numerous articles, but a 
messier mix of traditional Theravāda Buddhism and three western elements: Protestant modernism, metropolitan 
gentility, and academic Orientalism. 
 
Edward Brathwaite extends the concept of ‘creolization’ beyond the sphere of linguistics by defining it as ‘a cultural 
action – material, psychological and spiritual – based upon the stimulus/ response of individuals within the society 
to their environment and – as white/ black, culturally discrete groups – to each other.’ Joyner then extends 
Brathwaite’s insight by attempting to describe slave work patterns, food, religious traditions, and dress as 
creolizations of abiding African cultural grammars, on the one hand, and adopted American cultural lexicons, on the 
other (Cf Prothero 1995: 281). Throughout this study, it would be argued that Dharmapāla’s faith and 
understanding represented a ‘Creolization’ consisting of grammar that was mainly Protestant, and a more transient 
language that was Theosophical and Theravadin Buddhist.   
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“The moral, spiritual, and intellectual state of the world’s thought at the present moment has led to 
the founding of the Mahā Bodhi Society . . . . Its object is to make known to all nations the sublime 
teachings of the Aryā Dharma of the Buddha Shakya Muni, and to rescue, restore and re-establish 
as the religious centre of this movement, the holy place Buddha Gayā, where our Lord attained 
supreme wisdom.” (Anon. 1892: 1-2) 
  
“Buddhist of Asia! Your holiest Shrine of Mahā-Bodhi in Buddha Gayā is in danger. Arise! Awake! 
and join in the defence of the birth place of your venerable Religion from desecration.” 
(Dharmapāla 1896: 1) 
 
Dharmapāla, at the age of sixteen years first came into contact with Colonel Henry Steel Olcott, 
an American (who was born and raised in the Protestant fold) and Founder-President of the 
Theosophical Society47 (est. 1875), and his colleague, the Ukrainian mystic, Madame Helena 
Petrovna Blavatsky when they first travelled to Colombo in 1880 to meet the “golden-tongued” 
orator, Gunānanda, who had become quite famous for his anti-Christian activities.48 Blavatsky 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
Social Anthropologist Obeyesekere (1970: 43-63) in ‘Religious Symbolism and Political Change in Ceylon’, argued 
that the religious traditions of modern, urban, Sinhalese Buddhist elites of Sri Lanka – a tradition that Bechert 
(1966/67)  in his Buddhismus, Staat und Geselchaft in den Ländern des Theravāda Buddhismus had earlier been characterized 
as Buddhistischer Modernismus – is best described as ‘Protestant Buddhism’, for, in his own words, ‘Many of the 
norms and organisational forms of the new movement are historical derivatives from Protestant Christianity; but it 
is also a protest against Christainity.’ For more recent developments on the “protestantizing” of Ceylonese 
Buddhism, see Obeyesekere (1975) ‘Sinhalese-Buddhist Identity in Ceylon’; Gombrich and Obeyesekere (1988: 202-
24) Buddhism Transformed; and Bechert (1991: 273-85) ‘Buddhist Revival in East and West.’ 
 
47 The stated objectives of the Theosophical Society as stated in The Theosophical Movement, 1875-1950 (Anon 1951: 
44) were: ‘To form the nucleus of a Universal Brotherhood of Humanity ...; to study the ancient and modern 
religions, philosophies and sciences; and to investigate the unexplained laws of Nature and the physical powers 
latent in man.’ Both Olcott and Blavatsky held the idea that the teachings of the Lord Buddha to be essentially the 
same as those of Krishna, Zoroaster, and other great occult “Masters”. Hence, their visit to the East ‘represented a 
re-union of parted cousins, as they all were members of the great Āryan civilization that once stretched from 
Āryavarta (i.e., India), the cradle of that civilization, to the West.’ (Doyle (1997: 153) 
 
48 Blavatsky and Olcott read about Gunānanda’s Pānadura debate in an article written in English-language Sinhala 
newspaper. In 1862, Gunānanda founded the “Society for the Propagation of Buddhism” and began to counter-
attack decades of aggressive Christian propaganda, both in public meeting and in print. His weekly Saturday-night 
lectures aroused tremendous enthusiasm among certain segments of the Sinhalese populace, but greatly agitated 
both British missionaries and Ceylon’s Christian elite. In 1873, determined to silence their increasingly popular 
adversary once and for all, a group of Christian missionaries challenged Gunānanda to a two-day debate at 
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was the master of “the one positive science – Occultism” and wrote a two-volume book on the 
Occult, Isis Unveiled. Several portions of this book together with Olcott’s letters, which expressed 
his wish to help the Sinhalese regain and revitalize their noble Buddhist heritage, and thus getting 
rid of their colonial burden, were translated by Gunānanda and were widely circulated among his 
followers including Dharmapāla’s family. Occultism as science, as per Blavatsky, had flourished 
all through the world but had reached its fulfilment in “the Asiatic schools of philosophy, hence, 
she first travelled to America “to point the way eastward.” (Anon. 1951: 33) Interestingly, this 
inspiration from the East itself had a profound influence on the East itself. Dharmapāla 
(Trevithick 1988: 57) is said to have penned the following words for to show his appreciation to 
the great work done by General Olcott and Madame Blavatsky: 
 
“My heart warmed towards these two strangers, and I made up my mind that, when they come to 
Ceylon, I would join them.”  
 
 
3.7.2 Dharmapāla: A Modern Political Activist and “Defender of the Dharma” 
 
Dharmapāla at the age of eighteen joined the Education Department as a clerk but he soon after 
left the job to join the Theosophists. He was quite active in the Buddhist Theosophical Society 
(BTS) and travelled extensively in Sinhala countryside with Olcott on his missionizing tours. It 
was during these trips that he ‘became convinced of the decay of Buddhism, the necessity to 
regenerate it, and his own role in its regeneration’ [Gombrich & Obeyesekere (1988: 206) 
Buddhism Transformed]. Dharmapāla even accompanied Olcott on trips to other Buddhist 
countries to promote Buddhist Catechism (Trevithick 2006: 58) and establish more branches of 
the BTS, and while doing so, Dharmapāla was introduced to the notion of a ‘world Buddhist 
community’ that later played a quite significant role in his attempts to unite the whole Buddhist 
communities to liberate the Mahābodhi Temple from the control of the Hindus and British.    
 
Colonel Henry Steel Olcott mentored Dharmapāla and taught him the necessary secular 
organisational skills needed to expand the movement. Later, once Dharmapāla established 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
Pānadura, a suburb of Colombo. Their plan appears to have backfired, however, for the monk’s eloquence, passion 
and argumentation seem to have won over both the audience, which numbered around ten thousand, and the press. 
Dharmapāla, who was seated with his influential family in the front row of this gigantic crowd, was ten years old at 
that time. (Cf Doyle 1998: 151) 
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himself as a public figure in his own right, they both fell apart over personal and ideological 
disagreements. These differences also highlight the basic conflict of what seems to be the 
universalising aspirations of theosophy during their earlier association. However, Dharmapāla’s 
complete separation with Olcott and Theosophy in general was also related to the former’s 
exclusive interest in promoting Buddhism compared to Theosophy’s emphasis on building a 
general alliance of eastern religions. Whereas, Theosophy was a quite young religion established 
only in 1875, which was trying to unite religion, science and philosophy for a continuous search 
for the truth and the mystery that surrounds human beings, Buddhism was an older form of 
already revealed knowledge that was practiced by over four million people around the world 
during that time. The establishment of the Mahā-Bodhi Society by Dharmapāla in 1891 to secure 
control of the sacred Mahābodhi Temple, the place where the Buddha is believed to have 
attained Enlightenment, created an irreparable damage to their long association. In addition, as 
Prothero (1995: 298) notes, that Dharmapāla’s ever-increasing anti-Hindu stance was becoming 
awkward for Olcott. The Temple at the time was occupied by Hindu priests and the political and 
legal proceedings initiated by Dharmapāla to establish Buddhist control threatened to alienate 
Hindus. Olcott’s support for this project, as Prothero (Ibid.) illustrates, was decidedly reluctant 
and he resigned from the Mahā-Bodhi Society in 1896 and finally broke all his relations with 
Dharmāpala in 1905.  
 
Dharmapāla was heavily influenced by the enormously popular The Light of Asia 49 authored by 
Sir Edwin Arnold, whom he reverenced as his “English Guru”. Arnold travelled to Bodhgayā in 
1886, and later visited Ceylon where he was highly received. Being impressed with his reception 
among the Buddhist clergy in Ceylon, he proposed to Weligama Sumangala (a close associate of 
Olcott) that the holy site of the Mahābodhi Temple should be restored to Buddhist hands. 
Arnold’s proposal generated a lot of enthusiasm among the Colombo Buddhist revival leaders. 
Under Arnold’s influence, Japanese Buddhists had already started in 1890 an organisation called 
the Society for the Restoration of Indian Buddhist Sites, which raised money to support 
archaeological works in India (Huber 2008: 259-60). After returning to England, Arnold wrote 
                                                             
49 The Light of Asia, subtitled The Great Renunciation, is a highly acclaimed ‘biblicized’ Buddhist epic that was first 
published in London in 1879. The book on its released received quite mixed reviews. It was hailed by the erudite 
American critic and author, Oliver Wendell Holmes, as ‘worthy to be mentioned in the same breath with that of the 
New Testament....’ (quoted in Wright 1957: 106). Others, however, declared Arnold not only as a pathetic poet, but 
an apostle of the Antichrist (Ibid.). When first published, the book sold one million copies and was translated into 
half a dozen languages. It was even “made into an opera, a Broadway play, two cantatas, and a movie” (Ibid.:79) 
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emphatically about the Mahābodhi Temple, ‘the Mecca, the Jerusalem, of a million Oriental 
congregations,’ which had been ‘well-nigh forgotten’ by Buddhists, and fallen into the hands of 
‘indifferent’ Hindu priests – ‘out to be, and might be, by amicable arrangements with the Hindoo 
College (i.e. the Bodhgayā Math) and by favour of the Queen’s Government, placed in the hands 
of a representative committee of Buddhist Nations.’50 Arnold, while preaching through his 
writings, heavily relied on the second-hand knowledge of both Buddhism and Hinduism through 
books which were translated into English51 during that time and also on his trusted English-
speaking Buddhist friends. This has been clearly seen by his understanding of the working of a 
Hindu math, which obviously was not just a college but a rich and powerful land owning 
establishment. Furthermore, and most importantly, he disregarded the presence of several 
culturally diverse Buddhist sects present all over the world, which may or may not agree to his 
idea of the united World Buddhist Community and to go against the pleasant relationship with 
the Hindu mahant. It is interesting that, while Arnold was working in Pune as Principal of 
Government Sanskrit College from 1856-61, he never visited Bodhgayā or even wrote about it. 
But, on his second visit to India, after the huge success of The Light of Asia (also translated in 
Hindi by Acharya Ram Chandra Shukla), he was greatly involved with the Buddhist propaganda 
together with Dharmapāla and was one of the founding members of the Mahā Bodhi Society of 
India in 1891.  
 
Though Pāli texts and the significance of Bodhgayā must have been known to the Sinhalese 
scholars and Buddhist monks such as Weligama Sumangala, but familiarity of such apparent 
basic texts to well-educated lay Buddhist middle-class people like Dharmapāla has always been 
questionable as most of them were alien to their indigenous languages but accustomed to the 
general anglophile bourgeois culture of the period. Dharmapāla during his early years often 
quoted from The Light of Asia rather than any canonical sources while expounding on Buddhism 
and the holy places in India (Trevithick 1988: 79). It was no wonder because his first formal 
encounter in the form of Buddhist text was The Light of Asia that not only inspired him but also 
                                                             
50 Arnold (1896: 310-11) East and West, being papers reprinted from the “Daily Telegraph” and other sources. 
 
51 In 1844, the French Sanskritist Eugène Burnouf argued that Buddhism is an Indian religion and that it must be 
understood first through texts in Indian languages (Lopez Jr 2008: 87). Soon after Buddhism’s re-discovery in the 
nineteenth-century by European Orientalists, it became their domain and, later, that of American and Japanese 
scholars. Much of the earlier translations of the Buddhist doctrines had shortcomings due to the limited cultural 
understanding of the early scholars. In addition, these translations also reflected approaches that seemed to be 
divorced from the living traditions of the nineteenth-century Asia. 
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provided him with facts relating to the atrocious situation of the Buddhists. Although he was 
born as a Buddhist, but he had no formal teaching of the Buddhist religious scriptures during his 
early life, instead he was educated in Catholic Missionary Schools and had a good knowledge of 
the Bible. In an article “Buddhism, Past, and Present”, Dharmapāla (1907: 287) suggests that “In 
its primitive purity . . . it is generally acknowledged that this religion is only to be found in the 
Southern Church of Buddhism, which is identified with Ceylon.” The term ‘Southern Church’ 
with its direct Christian connotation suggests that Dharmapāla’s identification of Ceylonese 
Buddhism as a pure form at least partly derives from Orientalist scholarship. Here, I would argue 
that he was not very different from Sir Arnold in as much as both have mostly the textual 
knowledge of Buddhism, which was heavily based on western scholarly interpretations of 
Buddhism. When Dharmapāla first arrived in Bodhgayā, he was an advocate of occult science 
and spiritual pluralism rather than a Sinhalese Buddhist and he had not, up to this point, 
developed any anti-Hindu sentiments. He was rather considered as a ‘chela’ or student of Master 
Khoot Hoomi (one of the Masters of Wisdom from the teachings of Theosophy). 
 
According to Dharmapāla’s own writings, he was directly inspired by Arnold’s eloquent plea, 
“The idea of restoring the Buddhist Jerusalem into Buddhist hands originated with Sir Edwin 
Arnold after having visited the sacred spot in 1886. It was he who gave me the impulse to visit 
the shrine, and since 1891 I have done all I could to make the Buddhists of all lands interested in 
the scheme of restoration.” (Trevithick 2006: 59) In addition to Arnold’s plea, he also was 
influenced by a “flash of inspiration” (Huber 2008: 260) that he claimed to have had upon his 
first visit to Bodhgayā, “As soon as I touched with my forehead the Vajrasana a sudden impulse 
came to my mind. It prompted me to stop here and take care of this sacred spot – so sacred that 
nothing in this world is equal to this place where prince Sakyasinha gained enlightenment under 
the Bodhi Tree.” (Cf Sangharakshita 1980: 61) As Trevithick (2006: 68) notes, it was the 
popularized and ‘ecumenical thrust of Arnold's proposal,’ which styled the Mahābodhi Temple at 
Bodhgayā as the symbolic centre of faith for ‘a million oriental congregations’ that inspired 
Dharmapāla’s quest to reclaim the sacred space and in the process decontaminate Buddhism in 
India of excessive ritualism and return it to its primitive purity that could only to be found in the 
Southern Church of Buddhism. However, this was by no means an easy task because at this early 
stage of Buddhist mobilization for the cause, ‘neither Arnold nor Dharmapāla knew the extent to 
which the Temple was embedded in a system of longstanding local and religious relationships, at 
a concrete social level, and neither did they appreciate the extent to which the Buddha, and 
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Buddhism itself, were encompassed, culturally, and ideologically, by Hindu practices and ideas’ 
(Ibid.: 70). 
 
‘A powerful Buddhist’s eloquent voice is needed to show the knavery of the selfish bigoted 
Brahman priests’ (Ibid.: 42). This was the diary entry of Dharmapāla at the end of his first stay at 
Bodhgayā together with the Japanese Theravāda Buddhist convert Shaku Kōzen in 1891. He 
soon returned to Ceylon and formed the Mahā Bodhi Society52 (referred to hereafter as the 
Mahābodhi Society of India) on the 31st May 1891. The High Priest of Ceylon, Sumangala 
Hekkuduwe was elected as President; Theosophist Colonel Olcott was named Director and 
Dharmapāla himself, became General Secretary. The main objective of the society was ‘to make 
known to all nations the sublime teachings of the Aryā Dharma of the Buddha Sakya Muni, and 
to rescue, restore and re-establish as the symbolic ‘religious centre’ of this movement, the holy 
place Buddha Gayā, where our Lord attained supreme wisdom’ (Ibid.: 82). As Huber (2008: 260) 
notes, the strategy used by Dharmapāla in Bodhgayā (and later Sārnāth) had been used in the 
context of British archaeological excavation and restoration in his native Ceylon throughout the 
course of the nineteenth-century Buddhist revival. Underlying this approach was the 
understanding of the ‘new type of Buddhism they (Dharmapāla and the early modernists in 
India) were now vigorously championing,’ which they claimed to be of the purest religious form 
and ‘possessed the same values and ideals as the European Enlightenment – reason, empiricism, 
science, universalism, individualism, tolerance, freedom, and rejection of religious orthodoxy’ 
(Ibid.). Dharmapāla during the course of his almost four decades long-running campaign over 
Bodhgayā, significantly reconstructed and redefined both Buddhist and more general public 
discourse about the Mahābodhi Temple and other main shrines of ancient Indian Buddhism.  
                                                             
52 The Society started its Calcutta (now Kolkata) office in 1892 and launched its journal The Maha Bodhi and the United 
Buddhist World in May, 1892, which was later renamed as The Maha Bodhi. 
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The Mahābodhi Temple was the symbolic centre of Buddhism for Anagarika Dharmapāla and 
he used it consistently during his struggle to define Buddhist identity for himself and for his 
Sinhalese countrymen in relation to what he perceived as ‘their’ religious symbolic centre. All 
through his adult life, Dharmapāla was quite saddened to see the deteriorating condition of 
Sinhalese Buddhism, which he believed to be the primary reason for the lack of common values 
and the national unity. He emphasized the plight of Ceylon and its people in one of his speeches: 
 
“This bright, beautiful island was made into a paradise by the Aryan Sinhalese before its 
destruction was brought about by the barbaric vandals. Its people did not know irreligion. . . 
Christianity and polytheism are responsible for the vulgar practices of killing animals, stealing, 
prostitution, licentiousness, lying and drunkenness. . . The ancient, historic, refined people, under 
the diabolism of vicious paganism, introduced by the British administrators, are now declining 
slowly away.”1 
 
On the other hand, Dharmapāla was deeply influenced by the Indian nationalists and the reform 
movements in India. He mostly lived in Kolkata, the political capital of India, since he first 
arrived in 1891, but his works were mainly focussed towards constructing a religious relationship 
between Sinhalese Buddhist nation and the sacred landscape of Bodhgayā. Dharmapāla was 
permanently denied entry into Sri Lanka by the British Government after the Sinhala-Muslim 
clash in 1915.2 He sought refuge in India and later died in Sarnath, the place where Buddha’s 
delivered his first sermon, in 1933. The struggle for the Mahābodhi Temple was a significant 
work in the life of Dharmapāla and this chapter illustrates the narrative of events that took place 
during the end of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century CE, which subsequently 
shaped the present sacred territory of the Mahābodhi Temple complex in Bodhgayā.    
 
                                                             
1 Guruge (1965: 482) 
 
2 de Mel (2001: 42) 
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It is quite interesting and important as well to understand that why Dharmapāla, who is 
considered as the father of Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism spent much of his lifetime in India, 
negotiating first, for ‘the place of enlightenment,’ and then later, just ‘a place near the place of 
enlightenment.’ This transformation from an attempt to construct a Sinhalese Buddhist 
relationship with the symbolic sacred landscape to actually own a piece of the sacred land 
emphasize that Dharmapāla was highly obsessed with India in order to re-map its religious 
geography and to assign the ‘peripheral’ Sinhalese Buddhists their rightful position with regards 
to the symbolic Buddhist religious ‘centre.’3 As I mentioned earlier, this idea was mainly fuelled 
by his political goal to unite the Sinhalese society against the ills of the ‘foreign’ culture, which 
was being forced on the people since the last Ceylonese king was deposed by the British in 1815 
CE. Thus, it could be argued that Dharmapāla’s attempt to gain the ownership of the sacred 
Mahābodhi Temple for the Buddhists was not meant only for the religious purposes as it appears 
on the surface of the whole argument, but it also had a deeper political motive of providing new 
Sinhalese Buddhist identity.            
 
 
4.2 Dharmapāla and his Bloodless Crusade of Peace 
 
A year after the Maha-Bodhi Society in Ceylon was founded in May 1891, Anagarika Dharmapāla 
established the Maha-Bodhi Society of India (MBSI) in Calcutta (now known as Kolkata) with 
him being its Secretary and soon started producing publications to reach a wider pan-Buddhists 
audience around the world to garner support for his cause to rescue the Mahābodhi Temple (see 
figure 4.1). Calcutta at that time was not just the capital of the British colonial power in South 
Asia, but it was also the centre of new religious cultural and intellectual developments in modern 
India, hence, it was apt for Dharmapāla to start his struggle from a place where he would soon 
find new supporters. The MBSI as a Buddhist organization rapidly attracted the attention of 
several elite members of educated Bengali society as well as that of some European residents of 
Calcutta. In the beginning, the mention of acquiring the Temple was not in the agenda as stated 
in the purpose of the Society. The MBSI’s main purpose was to only re-establish the Buddhist 
Mission and to found a college in Bodhgayā on the lines of the ancient Buddhist University at 
Nālanda. It is difficult to say exactly as to when the Temple acquisition became central to the 
                                                             
3 Brekke (2002: 114) 
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Society’s aim or perhaps it was an outcome of Dharmapāla’s personal obsession with the site and 
its restoration as the centre of the Buddhist world. 
Figure 4.1: Copies of propagandist publications by Dharmapāla to reach a wider pan-Buddhists audience around the world. 
(Source: By Author 2010) 
 
It is worth mentioning that at the same time of the formation of the MBSI in Calcutta, another 
missionary Indian Neo-Buddhist organisation, the Bauddha Dharmankura Sabha (later known as 
the Bengal Buddhist organisation), was also founded in Calcutta in 1892. Its founder 
Kripasharan Mahāsthavir (1865-1927) was educated within the Sanghraja Nikaya community, a 
Sinhalese-inspired Theravāda Buddhist reform movement which began in the late nineteenth 
century CE Arākān, to propagate the real Buddhist doctrines and not the prevalent fusion 
between the Hindu ritualistic and Buddhist practices, which occurred during the ‘Dark Age’ of 
Buddhism in Bengal (from thirteenth to mid-nineteenth century CE). Kripasharan helped this 
movement to spread into Bengal and other parts of India and in 1903, his group opened the first 
modern Buddhist temple, Dharmankur Vihara, in Calcutta. Both the Bauddha Dharmankura 
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Sabha (BDS) and the MBSI attracted a similar (often identical) following of elite Indian and 
European participants.4  
 
It is interesting to highlight that although both the BDS and MBSI had some common patrons, 
and also objectives to some extent, however, their working methods were quite different. While 
the BDS was mainly focussed on the religious reform movements and spread of Buddhist 
education among Buddhists of the undivided Bengal by holding meetings, organising religious 
activities, publications [Jagajjyoti (The Light of the World) started in 1908, which was the 
mouthpiece of the BDS], and providing free school education for the under-privileged class. 
Dharmapāla and his MBSI, on the other hand, initially planned to re-establish a monastery at 
Bodhgayā for monks from the pan-Buddhist nations plus a monastic university. However, 
Dharmapāla was later more focussed on rescuing the sacred Temple from the custody of the 
Hindu mahant of Bodhgayā Math. It is important to note here that Dharmapāla’s aim to re-
establish a Buddhist monastery in Bodhgayā was in accordance to the Vinaya (disciplinary rules 
that form part of the sacred Buddhist canon) of the Buddhist Sangha, which entrusts the 
ownership of a large monastery and its associated stūpas and temples (as in the case of the 
Mahābodhi complex) to the Buddhist Sangha. Hence, it could be argued that the contestation of 
the Mahābodhi sacred site was importantly the dispute between the Vinaya of the Buddhist 
Sangha and legendary, traditional ‘presence’ of the Hindu ascetic mahant.  
 
Another organisation that was formed in Calcutta (now Kolkata) on the 9th January 1906 was the 
Buddhist Shrines Restoration Society (BSRS). The Society was formed during the visit of 
Panchen Lama of Tibet and comprised Buddhist revivalists from India and other Asian 
countries, influential Tibetan Buddhists from the Himalayan states, Government of India 
officials, with the Panchen Lama as its President. Two of its founder members were also 
Resident Secretary of the MBSI and Kripasharan Mahasthavir of the BDS was one of its 
Working Members. Unlike the MBSI and BDS, the BSRS was not avowedly missionary in terms 
of their objectives. It was the first Indian organisation solely dedicated to the “welfare of the 
Buddhist holy places and facilitation of pilgrimage to them.”5 On the surface at least their 
                                                             
4 Huber (2008: 276) 
 
5 Ibid. (279) 
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primary objective6 was not very different from the MBSI, however, Dharmapāla considered it as 
a rival organisation established to malign the works done by the MBSI since its formation in 
1891. He criticised it for being formed with a view to supercede the MBSI. Since its inception, 
the BSRS received the support of the Bengal Government; hence, many influential Buddhists 
also became its members. Dharmapāla further condemned the BSRS for overlooking the works 
of the MBSI and even negotiating a secret deal with the mahant of Bodhgayā, which he 
considered was not in the Buddhist interests.7 Whatever the reasons were, either Dharmapāla 
was seriously threatened by the popularity (as it is obvious from the cosmopolitan composition 
of the Central Committee of the BSRS) and primary objectives of the BSRS or he was genuinely 
not impressed by the way of its working, especially its dealing with the mahant and undermining 
his objective, it is not the focus of this research. Moreover, the BSRS’s actual influence on the 
restoration of holy Buddhist sites cannot be estimated precisely. The only exception being, as 
Huber points out that the Panchen Lama (first President of the BSRS) on his meeting with the 
then Viceroy of India, Lord Minto, on the 10th January 1906, did mention about the condition of 
Bodhgayā during their interview, as the Viceroy recorded that: 
 
“At the close of the interview the Lama referred to Budh Gayā and asked me to try and improve 
the conditions there, in order that the worship of Buddhist pilgrims at the temple might be 
facilitated.”8 
 
Returning to the idea of what constituted as ‘holy’ to the Buddhist modernists and what was 
generally accepted by the Buddhist pilgrims of Tibet is quite important to be explicitly discussed 
here. It can be argued that Dharmapāla’s thinking and understanding of Buddhism was heavily 
influenced by European Orientalist studies and British monumental archaeology. Huber (Ibid.: 
280) also asserts that several of the similar influences posed new challenges to the traditional 
Tibet Buddhist knowledge and practices as well during the early twentieth century. It was during 
                                                             
6 “. . . to look after and concern itself generally with all shrines and localities considered sacred and important by 
reason of being associated with the holy name of Lord Buddha, to take steps for the upkeep and proper custody of 
such as have fallen into neglect or being improperly used; to create facilities for Buddhist pilgrims and students 
where such do not exist; to improve existing facilities where there is room for improvement; and to arrange for 
proper forms of ceremonial and embellishment in such manner as it deemed desirable.” (Huber 2008: 279) 
 
7 Dharmapāla (1917: 147) 
 
8 Huber (2008: 280) 
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this time that the archaeological evidences rather than the religious scriptures were used to prove 
and settle the ‘holy’ places associated with the Buddha and his life.9 Altogether, this provided a 
completely new understanding of India as a holy land of Buddhism, which was significantly re-
constructed and promoted by the modern Buddhist revivalists.  
 
One such example of reconstruction and promotion of Buddhist sites in India was the 
appointment by the Government of India of Satis Chandra Vidyabhusan as the Panchen Lama’s 
personal scholarly guide to monumental archaeology and modern Buddhist studies throughout 
his Indian pilgrimage in December 1905. Satis Chandra was a Sanskrit and Pali scholar and also 
an active member of the Bauddha Dharmankura Sabha; member of the consulting board of the 
                                                             
9 Nothing much has changed till date in judging the sacredness of holy sites as seen in the Ayodhya-Babri Masjid 
conflict case. Ayodhya verdict, which was declared on the 30th September 2010 by the three-judge panel (two 
Hindus and one Muslim) of the Allahabad High Court, more than sixty years after it first went to the court in 1949, 
pronounced judgement for division of the disputed Ram mandir–Babri masjid sacred site into a three-way division – 
one-third for the Sunni Waqf Board, one third for the Nirmohi Akhara and one-third to the party for ‘Ram Lalla’. 
This judgement was primarily based on the archaeological report of the site submitted by the Archaeological Survey 
of India (ASI). The two Hindu judges based on the excavation report submitted agreed that the Ayodhya site was 
originally to have been ‘a massive Hindu religious structure’ and that Hindus had been worshipping there as a 
‘sacred place of pilgrimage. . . since time immemorial’ [For the judgement of the Allahabad High Court, please refer 
http://rjbm.nic.in/. Accessed May 2011]. However, the Muslim judge in the case dissented from this view, arguing 
that no temple was destroyed and that the mosque was built on ruins. None of the involved parties agree with the 
judgement and are planning to challenge it in the Supreme Court of India. (On the 9th May 2011, the Supreme Court 
stayed the September 2010 verdict on the division of the disputed site and ordered to maintain the status quo. In 
March 2012, the Central Information Commission, the final appellate authority on the Right to Information Act, has 
directed the ASI to make public its excavation report which the Allahabad High Court used to reach its verdict in 
the Ram Janmbhoomi-Babri Masjid title suit in 2010) 
 
Ayodhya involves many of the same issues (on the surface at least) like Bodhgayā, it has always been a multivalent 
shared sacred space, revered by the Hindus, Muslims, Jains and even Buddhists. The Babri masjid on the 6th 
December 1992 was demolished by a mob of around three-hundred thousand Hindu fundamentalists as they claim 
that the place at which the mosque had been built was the birthplace of one of their most revered deities, Lord 
Rama, and that it was built after the destruction of a Hindu temple by a Muslim invader in sixteenth-century. This 
flared up the dispute and nearly two-thousand people died in subsequent religious riots across the country. Muslims 
say they offered prayers at the mosque until December 1949, when some people placed the idols of Rama under the 
cover of darkness in the mosque. The worship of the idols began soon after. Interestingly, British rulers always tried 
to maintain the status quo at the disputed site by not favouring any of the religious parties. They even repaired the 
mosque when it was damaged in 1934 following incidents of religious violence between the Hindus and Muslims.  
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Journal of the Maha-Bodhi Society; and later also became member of the Buddhist Shrines 
Restoration Society. Huber (2008: 271) painted a very interesting picture of how he told stories 
to the Tibetan pilgrims related to the Buddhist holy sites that were mainly based on the Chinese 
pilgrim’s accounts and were never even mentioned in the traditional Tibetan canonical texts.10 It 
could be argued that this modern re-construction was purely based on the works of Alexander 
Cunningham and Samuel Beal and several other contemporary scholarships of an emerging and 
European-dominated Buddhist studies in India during that time.   
 
Dharmapāla was also greatly influenced by the Orientalist scholars and writers of the nineteenth 
century CE. And this influence played a vital role to inspire him to form the Mahābodhi Society 
(MBSI) in a bid to revive the Indian Buddhist pilgrimage shrines. The Journal of the Maha-Bodhi 
Society and the MBSI’s pamphlets were often directed against the mahant of Bodhgayā and his 
alleged wrong doings. The MBSI’s publications were translated into various Asian languages and 
distributed by several networks into regional Buddhist communities and abroad. These 
propaganda materials were aimed at gaining a pan-Buddhist support in re-defining the Buddhists’ 
most sacred shrine and its struggle to be rescued from the hands of Hindu-occupied Bodhgayā. 
The tone of the MBSI’s early publications was quite anti-Hindus and often a bulk of these 
articles would portray the control of Hindus at the Mahābodhi Temple as a desecration of the 
Buddhism. Dharmapāla was successful in his mission as the influence of his propagandistic 
writings were soon recycled back home by the Western travellers visiting highly popularised and 
newly restored Buddhist sites in India during the early twentieth-century.            
    
 
 
                                                             
10 Satis Chandra introduced the Tibetan pilgrims to the recently excavated ruins of Taxila or Takşaśilā that was 
almost unknown to Tibetan Buddhist cultural history except for its mention in a few translated Tibetan texts of 
India. Taxila was the product of the monumental archaeology practiced by British archaeologists in India and was 
based on the nineteenth-century European translations of Buddhist studies of India. All this certainly made the 
Tibetan pilgrims more aware of the previously unknown history of Buddhist holy sites of India. In another instance, 
while visiting the famous site of Sārnāth, which has been associated with Buddha’s first teachings given to his initial 
five disciples, Satis Chandra highlighted the Dhamek stūpa as the exact spot where the Buddha preached his first 
sermon, a purely speculative and modern interpretation again based on the colonial archaeology. Panchen Lama 
hearing this made an immediate and elaborate ritual response. And even today, pilgrims worship the Dhamek stūpa 
as the holy site. For more on the relation between studies of the Indo-Tibetan relationship, please refer Huber 
(2008) The Holy Land Reborn. 
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4.3 Dharmapāla at Bodhgayā to Rescue the Great Mahābodhi Temple 
 
As per the History of the Maha-Bodhi Temple at Bodh Gayā,11 the purposes of the Maha-Bodhi 
Society were the following: 
 
“The site where the Divine Teacher attained supreme wisdom, now known as Buddha-Gayā, is in 
middle India, and to his followers there is no spot on earth more sacred than the Bodhimanda, 
whereon stands the Bodhi-tree –” 
 
“Never to fade, and ever to be kept 
In homage of the world, beneath whose leaves 
It was ordained the truth should come to Buddh.” 
 
“At this hallowed spot, full of imperishable associations, it is proposed to re-establish a monastery 
for the residence of bhikhus representing the Buddhist countries of Tibet, Ceylon, China, Japan, 
Cambodia, Burmah, Chittagong, Nepal, Korea, and Arakan. We hope to found, also, a college at 
Buddha-Gayā for training young men of unblemished character, of whatsoever race and country, 
for the Buddhist Order (Sangha), on the lines of the ancient Buddhist University at Nálanda, where 
were taught the ‘Maháyána and also works belonging to the eighteen sects.’’’ 
 
“The study of Sanskrit, Pali, and English will be made compulsory on all students. One or more 
Buddhist scholars from each of the Buddhist countries will in time be attached to the staff of 
teachers.” 
 
“To carry on this great and glorious work of Buddhist revival, after torpor of seven hundred years, 
whence dates the destruction of Buddhism in India, the Mahá-Bodhi Society has been organised, 
and the promotes solicit sympathy and generous supports all the world over.” 
 
 
After several failed attempts to buy the mahant out or even to obtain any piece of land at the site, 
Dharmapāla grew anxious and continued to maintain the pressure on the Government to 
facilitate the sale of land near the Temple for a Buddhist monastery and of the Temple itself. His 
constant incitation met with cold response from the Government. On his meeting with Mr G A 
Grierson, the Magistrate and Collector of Gayā on the 27th October 1891, made it very clear to 
Dharmapāla that the Temple “is not in the control of the British Government and that, if the 
                                                             
11 Dharmapāla (1900: 19) 
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Buddhists want it, it must be purchased from the mahant.”12 Above all, Dharmapāla was 
cautioned that he should not perform any actions that would jeopardise and disturb the existing 
peaceful conditions at Bodhgayā.13 Disappointed by the British attitude, Dharmapāla decided to 
host an International Buddhist Conference at the main Temple, which he hailed as a huge 
success, “After 691 years the Buddhist of all countries met together at the Central Shrine and 
again Buddhist and Japanese flags [were] hoisted near the Bo-tree, the place illuminated by the 
Chittagong and Burmese Buddhists.”14 The exact date of this convention has been debated by 
various authors,15 however, hosting of such a convention could have another significant 
meaning. It could be seen as a classic case to prove to the world (and to the mahant) that the 
Buddhists also have a religious claim to the sacred site of the Mahābodhi Temple. This incident 
definitely did not go well with the mahant who raised his complaints to Grierson. Soon, Sir 
Charles Elliot, Lieutenant Governor of Bengal visited the site in November 1891 and in his letter 
to the Viceroy made explicit that the mahant has a large following and big estate and the 
government could not possibly put any pressure on him. During Elliot’s visit, Grierson proposed 
to him to acquire the Temple on behalf of the government and treat it as a national monument. 
However, Elliot being judicious, warned Grierson to tread carefully as passing it over to 
unknown strangers from Ceylon or Burma would certainly bring objections from the Hindu 
community. Furthermore, he suggested that he himself will scrutinize the legitimacy of the 
Society willing to acquire it.16 In February, 1893, the Buddhist priests residing in the Burmese 
rest-house (erected under the order of the late king of Burma) were assaulted by some unknown 
people (the Hindu śamnyāsins according to Dharmapāla). Dharmapāla on the advice of Colonel 
                                                             
12 Valisinha (1945: 162) 
 
13 Anon. (1923 b: 29) 
 
14 Trevithick (2006: 85) 
 
15 Though Trevithick (2006) dates the so called “International Buddhist Conference” at Bodhgayā by Dharmapāla as 
held on the 30th October 1891 based on the diary entry of Dharmapāla, however, according to Das (nd.) the 
Conference was held a day later (ie. 31st October 1891) but the proceeding were recorded a day earlier (Journal of the 
Maha-Bodhi Society, No. XII, April, 1893). Nonetheless, both Das (nd.) and Trevithick (2006) do agree on one point 
that the Buddhist Conference was only attended by eight Buddhists besides Dharmapāla, some of them pursuing 
their own private pilgrimages, and some recruited through the Indian Theosophical network. It could be argued that 
this Convention was specious in nature and can be seen as a way of gaining sympathy of other Buddhist nations for 
the rescue of the most important Buddhist shrine in the world.  
16 Dhammika (2007); Trevithick (2006: 85-6) 
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Olcott, asked the priests to move to the Theosophical guest-house in Gayā but they still visited 
the Temple and stayed at the guest-house every month on the full-moon day.  
 
In January 20th, 1896, in the Government Gazette and at the bulletin-board of the local Gayā office, 
an official advertisement was published for the sale of Tikari Raj estate by public auction (the 
original advertisement was published in The Calcutta Gazette, August 14th, 1895). Seeing this 
unique opportunity to own a land next to the main Temple (Tikari Raj surrounds the Temple on 
three sides), Dharmapāla raised a large sum of rupees one lac almost twice the base price with 
the help of Siamese public and royals and made an offer to the Manager of the Raj, which 
according to him was generously accepted. Dharmapāla was quite aware of the fact that he was 
competing against the mahant who was anxious to prevent the Buddhists from becoming his 
neighbouring land-owners. Surprisingly, on the very date of the auction (i.e. 20th February 1896), 
the authorities called it off citing that the whole advertisement was a mistake and the land was 
never up for sale. Dharmapāla blamed the Government and mahant for blocking the transaction 
when the property was wanted only for religious purposes. This issue of the Government 
interference in a private transaction and partisanship of the mahant on the part of the 
Government was publicised in The Maha-Bodhi Journal (Vol. IV, 1896) and also in the Behar Times 
(28th February and 6th March 1896), Indian Mirror (3rd March 1896), and the Englishman. 
Dharmapāla even blamed the then Chief Secretary of the Bengal Government, Mr Cotton of 
providing false information as there was ‘No truth in the report’, even though it was advertised 
officially in The Government Gazette, to the Acting Siamese Consul in Calcutta, who was asked by 
Prince Damrong of Thailand to enquire about the sale. Interestingly, Mr Cotton’s son was the 
mahant’s counsel. According to the Englishman, the Government’s step was justified to rigidly 












“. . . It has been a prominent feature of the policy of Government since the arrival of Dharmapāla 
at Bodh-Gayā and the continued friction that has been its main results to preserve the status quo as 
rigidly as possible.17 To permit the Maha-Bodhi Society with its avowed intention of ousting the 
mahant from his ancestral property, to establish itself permanently in the immediate vicinity of the 
great Temple, would be to open the door to endless and protracted litigation and to a constant 
succession of riots and disturbances.”  
 
[excerpt from The Maha-Bodhi Journal, Vol. IV, 1896: 2, which was a reply by The Englishman to The 
Behar Times article titled ‘The Buddhists and the Government of Bengal’ dated 28th February, 1896]. 
 
Although, the Government always maintained that their move was to maintain the public peace 
in Bodhgayā and elsewhere in Bihar, nonetheless, it could be argued that their interference to 
stop the sale of land the was a direct result of the fact that the Maha-Bodhi Society’s had 
connections with the neighbouring Buddhist nations such as Siam (now Thailand), Annam (now 
Vietnam), and Cambodia, which during that time were the French protectorate.18 The British 
colonial rulers would have never appreciated the establishment of a society at Bodhgayā with the 
French connections. This illustrates religious Bodhgayā’s political character in the past that 
remains very much the same even today. For example, the Chinese temple and monastery near 
the Mahābodhi Temple remained closed after the Sino-Indian War in 1962, only to be renovated 







                                                             
17 Throughout the early nineteenth century, the issue of involvement by East India Company officials in the affairs 
of Hindu temples was debated repeatedly in the British Parliament. Christian missionaries working in India and their 
Evangelical supporters in England accused British officials of promoting pagan practices. Evangelicals in London 
mounted pressure on the East India Company to alter its policies towards Hindu religious institutions. Finally in 
1841, the Court of Directors issued orders for Company officers to withdraw from all ‘interference’ in native 
religious establishments. See, in particular, Davis’s (1999: 186-221) discussion of the role of British officials in re-
constructing certain Hindu temples and their use for the construction of political authority.  
 




4.3.1 A Failed Coup d’état and the Instigation of the ‘Great Case’19 
 
Dharmapāla gave an impressive talk at the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago in 1893 as a 
‘representative of the Southern Buddhist Church’ (a term applied at that time to the Theravāda) 
and he later commented in his diary that “some likened me to Christ!!!”20 En route to India, he 
made stops in Hawaii, Japan, and Thailand, propagandizing for the ‘great cause’ before arriving 
back in the spring of 1894 with a sandalwood and gilded over statue of Buddha measuring 
eighteen by fifteen by ten inches, together with brass lotus flowers standing on a vase (2 Nos.); a 
censer; two candlesticks; and a certificate. However, this was not an ordinary statue as it was 
seven-hundred year old and a gift to Dharmapāla from Kai-ko-ji in Sangami province of Japan. It 
was hoped that it could be enshrined in the ‘abandoned’ upper-level chamber of the Temple. 
Dharmapāla intimated his intention to install the Japanese statue on the 19th May, 1894 (the full 
moon day of Baisakh which is also the day on which the Lord Buddha attained enlightenment) to 
the District Magistrate of Gayā, Mr D J Macpherson. The mahant on being consulted by the 
Magistrate informed him that he had no objection as long as the image was not of metal, because 
a gold or silver image might be stolen and he might be held responsible for it. The Magistrate 
took it as implying that he consented to the placing of any other image in the temple and 
informed Dharmapāla accordingly. Though, on the 17th May, 1894, two days before the actual 
installation, the Magistrate came to know that the mahant had gone back upon his previous 
understanding, and as no fresh arrangement could be come to, the image was not installed on 
that date. The Buddhists who had come to attend the installation were in fear of being assaulted 






                                                             
19 For this section, my main source has been the book by Anon. (1895) The Budh-Gayā Temple Case: H Dharmapāla 
versus Jaipal Gir and Others. This book contains a detailed account of the proceedings before the District Magistrate of 
Gayā, Sessions Court, and the High Court of Bengal. The authenticity of its details was also verified by several 
articles published in various editions of the Journal of the Maha-Bodhi Society during the course of the legal proceedings 
and even in later years. 
 


















Figure 4.2: a) Left: Exhibit D 25 of the ‘Great Case’. It was first published in the Journal of the Maha-Bodhi Society, Jan 1894, p. 5.   
 
b) Right: The seven hundred year old sandalwood statue (gilded over) of Buddha (18” x 15” x 10”) in sitting position from Japan, 
which was brought by Dharmapāla together with brass lotus flowers standing on a vase (2Nos.); a censer; two candlesticks; and a 
certificate to be enshrined in the upper chamber of the Temple in 1894. (Source: Dharmapāla nd.)  
 
Nothing further happened for some months until, in the Theosophical rest-house in Gayā, 
sometime after mid-night on the morning of the 25th February 1895, Dharmapāla awoke and 
“sat in meditation for a little time and then my mind suggested to me to take the Japanese image 
to the Maha Bodhi Temple.”21 Between eight and nine o’clock on the morning of that day, 
Dharmapāla with two Sinhalese Buddhist priests, Sumangala and Devananda, and a layman, Silva 
arrived at Bodhgayā and proceeded to enshrine the historical image of Buddha, sent from Japan 
(see figure 4.2), on the altar in the chamber of the upper floor of the Mahābodhi Temple. While 
they were setting up the image, two Muhammadan gentlemen, namely, the Special Sub-Registrar 
and a Deputy Magistrate of Gayā, happened to come and see the place, and were accompanied 
by a Muhammadan mukhtear of the mahant of Bodhgayā, named Hussain Baksh, and by one 
Jagannath Singh, a Hindu door-keeper, whom the mahant keeps at the Temple. After they entered 
the chamber, Hussain Baksh said something to the latter, who thereupon left. The three 
Muhammadans also went away before all the paraphernalia of the image were set up. The image 
with censer, candlesticks and lotus flowers and also a Japanese dedicatory certificate, describing 
its history, was duly set up, and Dharmapāla then sent word to the Government custodian of the 
                                                             
21 Cf Trevithick (2006: 102) 
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Temple, and, on his coming six or seven minutes after, put the image in his charge, saying it had 
been sent by the Japanese. This done, Sumangala took one of the candles to light it, but at that 
moment about thirty or forty of the mahant’s samnyāsins and other Hindus, and also the mukhtear, 
Hussain Baksh, came rushing into the place in a very rowdy fashion. Some got on the altar, a 
couple of them placed themselves between Dharmapāla and it, one snatched the candle out of 
Sumangala’s hand to being lit, and most spoke in a vehement and imperative tone, commanding 
Dharmapāla to take away the image and using such threats as ‘budmash, we will beat you, there 
are five hundred of us.’ The Muhammadan in particular kept pushing him on the shoulder 
vehemently, telling him to remove the image. The Government custodian, finding them much 
enraged, kept imploring them with folded hands not to act hastily. Dharmapāla refused to 
remove the image, and, as he knew little of the language, a number of them went and fetched 
mahant’s Hindu mukhtear, Vijayananda, who happened to be at the monastery in connection with 
the mahant’s document, which the Sub-Registrar had come to get registered. Dharmapāla pointed 
out to Vijayananda that being on the altar amounted to desecration, and the latter got one or two 
to come down. Thereupon, Vijayananda and all but a few, who remained quietly looking on, left 
the Temple, and Dharmapāla and the two priests, thinking all opposition has ended, sat down to 
their devotion in front of the image in the characteristic Buddhist attitude of religious 
contemplation, the highest form of Buddhist worship. They were absorbed in this form of 
devotion for about a quarter of an hour, when the Hindus again came to the Temple and 
heedless of their attitude, made a rush into the place and tumultuously carried off the image of 
Buddha and set it down in the open courtyard below. This tumult, and indeed the mere removal 
of the image itself, put an end to the devotional contemplation of the Buddhists. Dharmapāla 
and one of the priests continued, however, to sit there, and in a few minutes a constable came  
up to call him down to the head constable who had been sent for by the Government custodian, 
and to whom also the mukhtear, Hussain Baksh, had made a statement praying him to interfere. 
Dharmapāla refused to go down, so the head constable had to come up where he was, and began 
questioning him in Hindi; but Dharmapāla, not understanding this, wrote down there and then, 
at his request, a summary statement of the occurrence. The mahant himself went to Gayā to see 
the District Magistrate, D J Macpherson, that same afternoon to request him to initiate a quick 
inquiry and swift action against the people who have infringed on his right to worship in the 
Temple without his permission. After the incident Dharmapāla remained in Bodhgayā and after 
three days (i.e. 28th February, 1895) filed a complaint in the Court that led to the foundation of 
the ‘Great Case’ that would eventually stretch over several decades. Both Dharmapāla and the 
Hindu mahant of Bodhgayā Math chose to fight this legal battle on the basis of the authority of 
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their respective religious texts and traditions, knowing that the British would rather be very 
careful in their decision making as religion was considered a sensitive issue among people and 
the British rulers would not like to disturb the existing status quo.  This legal battle for the 
religious place was fought in the British civil law courts and has been characterised by 
Chowdhury (1982: 8) as, “the sordid proceedings” that were “as shameful to the Government of 




4.4 The Multivalence of Indian Images  
 
As described above, Dharmapāla was unsuccessful in his attempt to set up the tenth century CE 
Japanese sandalwood image of the jina Buddha, Āmitabha, and to perform rituals at the upper 
chamber of the Mahābodhi Temple in front of the Buddha’s image. When the mahant’s men 
found him trying to install a ‘foreign’ image of the Buddha, they promptly removed it from the 
altar and also obstructed religious contemplation by Dharmapāla and his accompanying Buddhist 
priests. Although, this whole act of installation and obstruction seems quite straightforward on 
the surface, but it has another meaning, which is quite significant in understanding the process of 
‘sacred placeness,’ specifically, the dynamic relationship between sacred architecture and rituals 
performed around it. It could be argued that the meaning of the ritual in general has always been 
governed by what the ancient religious texts themselves describe as its meaning. Nevertheless, 
the characteristics and significance of the ritual is mainly determined by the nature of performers 
and objects employed by them. The dynamics of rituals when coupled with the material context 
provided by the built or natural environment produces a new meaning and understanding of 
sacredness as perceived by people. The mahant and his followers believed the Buddha to be an 
incarnation of the Lord Vishnu, and they themselves used to worship the large image of the 
Buddha placed inside the sanctum on the ground floor of the Temple, so why did they object to 
Dharmapāla’s installation of another the Buddha image on the upper floor of the Temple? While 
the title, the Buddha, of the image was identical in the view of both the mahant and Dharmapāla 
but their religious apparatus and experiences were quite different, which mainly forms the basis 
of how an image assumes a meaning. As Hick (1989) states that “religious experiences are 
structured according to tradition-specific set of religious concepts,” hence, different people tend 
to understand and interpret the same image differently. Dharmapāla while installing the Buddha 
image, as Kinnard (1998: 820) puts it “was himself responding to, and at the same time 
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perpetuating, a long-standing Orientalist conception of Hindu/ Buddhist relations in which 
Hindus, through their idolatrous and fetishistic ritualizing, perverted the pure image of the 
Buddha.” 
  
In the lives of Indian images, whether Buddhist or Hindu, phenomenology of religion that 
concerns with the human experience plays a significant role as several Indian religious images are 
inherently multivalent in spite of the original ideological perception which might be different 
during its creation. Tārā who is also known as Jetsun Dolma in Tibetan Buddhism is a fitting 
example for the multivalence of Indian images. Tārā is considered as a 
female Buddha in Vajrayāna Buddhism and a female Bodhisattva of compassion and action in 
Mahāyāna Buddhism. In Hinduism, Tārā Devi, is considered as one of the incarnations of 
Parvati, consort of Śiva. Whether the Buddhist Tārā has been originally adopted from the 
Shaktism, which was mainly the worship of local or folk goddesses prior to the more 
institutionalized Hinduism that had developed by the early medieval period, is a matter of debate 
between scholars. Interestingly, the main Tārā mantra is the same for both Buddhists and 
Hindus, “Om tāre tuttāre ture svāhā.” Earliest textual reference regarding Tārā as an expression of 
the compassion of perfected wisdom was seen in the Mañjuśrī-mūla-kalpa (c. fifth–eight century 
CE). She later became quite popular Vajrayāna deity with the rise of Tantric Buddhism in the 
eight century India, and this afterwards also influenced Tibetan Buddhism worship and practices. 
 
The interplay between the Hindu and Buddhist traditions in Bodhgayā is not only evident with 
images of the Buddha, per se, but also with the image of the Buddha’s footprints. Hindu pilgrims 
venerate the Buddha’s footprints in the Mahābodhi Temple complex as of the Lord Vishnu and 
even celebrate chhath festival in the Muchalinda Lake.22 Moreover, natural elements such as the 
Phalgu River in Bodhagayā is still being venerated both by the Hindus and Buddhists. Thus this 
sort of multivalence begs further consideration as Asher (1988: 86) puts it, “we must ask whether 
there is only one interpretation of any sculpture. Is the image any more correctly and precisely 
                                                             
22 Muchalinda Lake is where the Lord Buddha spent his sixth week in meditation after attaining enlightenment. 
While meditating a strong storm broke out and Muchalinda, the snake king, protected the Lord against the thunder 
and rain sent by the demons to disturb his meditation. A statue of the Lord Buddha in bhūmi sparsha mudra sitting 
on a snake coil and protected by the hood can be seen at the centre of the lake and is believed to be installed there 
by the Burmese. The position of the Muchalinda Lake is debated as some people argue that the original lake is 
located around three kilometres south of the Temple and lies close to the Mucharim village. The experts of the 
UNESCO World Heritage Centre and even some senior Buddhist monks in Bodhgayā agree to the latter as the 
original position, so why a signage posted by the Temple Management Committee say differently?   
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Avalokitesvara than Rama, or is its identity fluid, dependant on the viewer . . . ? It is not just the 
relativism that is so inherently Indian and permits varying interpretations but the obvious fact 
that different beholders may read an image differently” without any need of its physical 
conversion. In a village near Nālanda, various fragments of carved stones, clearly some of them 
are ancient figures of the Buddha are being worshipped as Hindu deities. The middle figure of 
the Buddha (see figure 4.3) is around sixth-seventh century CE, is being worshipped as Teliya 
Baba Buddha by the local Hindus. Drawn from reader-response literary theory formulated by 
Fish (1980; 1989) and other advocates, Davis (1997: 9) while discussing the plurality of identities 
in the lives of Indian images argues that the “‘meaning’ emerges through the relationship of 
image with viewer, who brings his or her community’s own interpretive strategies to bear within 
the encounter . . . viewers also bring own frames of assumptions, understandings, needs, 









Figure 4.3: Various fragments of carved stones and the 
middle figure of the Buddha are being worshipped as 
Hindu deities by the local Hindus.  
(Source: By Author, 2010) 
 
The Didarganj yakshi or the chauri (fly whisk) bearer is another interesting example of how 
different believers privilege the religious symbols as per their own traditions. The yakshi was 
carved in around third century BCE, and was exhumed in 1917 by a young Muslim man. The 
yakshi was regarded and worshiped as a Hindu deity in a makeshift shrine until it was relocated 
and displayed in the Patna Museum by the British officials.23 The yakshi, since 1947, has travelled 
around the world and has been transformed from an ancient Indian religious idol into a piece of 
art. It was an exemplary example of different interpretations of the same object where a religious 
object becomes a “commodity” by diversion focussing only on its time of birth and material 
creation rather than the layers of history accentuating its participation in the social life of its 
users. 
 
                                                             
23 Guha-Thakurta (2006: 51) 
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4.5 The ‘Great Case’ – Hevavitarna Dharmapāla Versus Jaipal Gir and Others 
 
The long legal battle (Anon. 1895) between Dharmapāla and the Hindu mahant of Bodhgayā 
Math, Jaipal Gir was stemmed mainly due to the religious differences on ‘sacred places’ between 
two socio-religious groups (Buddhists and Hindus). The main issues of who was entitled to 
worship the image and most importantly, what sorts of worship were appropriate and 
inappropriate; and who was the rightful proprietor of the site, regardless of its ‘sacred’ dimension 
were being adjudicated in a civil court primarily dominated by the colonial legal system, which 
was to some extent culturally informed by the Hindu and Christian values. 
 
The District Magistrate of Gayā, Justice D J Macpherson, in his judgement, concluded that the 
Temple has continuously and regularly been used as a Buddhist place of worship by the Buddhist 
pilgrims; and no form of Hindu worship has been carried on inside the Mahābodhi Temple for 
centuries (Ibid.). However, according to him, the mahant and his disciples started to carry on a 
semblance of the Hindu worship of the great image of the Buddha such as passing a light in 
front of the image, sounding bells, laving the image and altar, and painting on the forehead with 
a tilaka or Hindu caste mark, clothing the image with a regular vestment, and decking the head 
with flowers. This was performed on the image, which was placed on the altar of the sanctum on 
the ground floor shortly after Dharmapāla endeavoured to enshrine the Japanese image. This 
gave the mahant a pretext for interfering with the dealings of the Buddhists, which seems to have 
strengthening whatever prescriptive rights Dharmapāla possessed. On the 19th July 1895, the 
District Magistrate, in his judgement (Ibid.), found the mahant’s men guilty of an offence of 
disturbing people engaged in worship and sentenced them to simple imprisonment for one 
month together with a fine of INR 100. This judgement was appealed in the Court of Sessions 
Judge of Gayā, Justice Herbert Holmwood, by the mahant and the conviction was upheld. The 
mahant subsequently filed an appeal in the High Court of Judicature at Fort William in Bengal. 
The case was heard by the bench of Justice W Macpherson (no relation to Justice D J 
Macpherson) and Justice Gooroodass Banerjee and they both gave their judgement in favour of 
the mahant. Nevertheless, Dharmapāla (Anon. 1901 b: 94-5) was pleased that “The case created a 
great sensation all over the vast Indian Peninsula; and The London Times devoted a column in 
reviewing the case. It was a splendid advertisement for the cause of Buddhism.” It is worth 
noting that throughout the lengthy duration of the ‘Great Case’ and the series of appeals; the 
specific legal situation at Bodhgayā remained largely undefined. The ‘Great Case’ was in a 
substantial loss for Dharmapāla and the Mahābodhi Society at that time as they were forced to 
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pay upwards of INR 22,500 in legal fees (the mahant over INR 100,000) and this greatly 
hampered their financial plans to open up several Buddhist vihāras in India. Dharmapāla after 
failing to regain the lost rights of the Buddhists spent greater part of his time in his native land, 
Ceylon. It was only in 1913 that he left Ceylon for Honolulu to meet a wealthy patron of his 
Society.  
 
The Great Case was predominantly the battle between two different religions’ doctrines for the 
legal possession of a piece of land at Bodhgayā that was fought in a civil law context with 
different roots. The British colonizers were certainly not suitably qualified to comment on Indian 
religious matters and were very careful not to hurt religious feelings of any sects as that might 
induce communal violence. Although lengthy but it is worth quoting the following findings by 
the learned judges of the High Court that highlight the superabundance of religious experience 
and interpretation associated with the rituals and sacred architecture (Ibid.): 
 
Per Justice Macpherson –  
 
“It may be conceded that the Mahābodhi Temple which is very ancient and very sacred to 
Buddhists, was a Buddhist temple, that although it has been in the possession of Hindu mahants, it 
has never been converted into a Hindu temple in the sense that Hindu idols have been enshrined 
or orthodox Hindu worship carried on there, and that Buddhist pilgrims have had free access and 
full liberty to worship in it. It does not appear that any hindrance was even offered to them or that 
any complaints were ever made by them, and before the occurrence in question there is no instance 
of any disturbance between the Buddhist worshippers and the Hindu mahants or their subordinates 
in regard to their respective rights.” 
 
“It is quite necessary to discuss his (mahant) proprietary interest. There is no doubt that he is in 
possession, that he is the sole superintendent of the temple and that he takes all the offerings both 
of Hindus and Buddhists, and the present state of things appears to have been in existence for 
many years, if not for centuries. It is not proved, I do not think it is even alleged, that any Buddhist 
priests have ever exercised any control or authority in the Temple within living memory.”  
 
Per Justice Gooroodass Banerjee –  
 
“[1] The great Temple of Bodh Gayā, said to occupy the site of Buddha’s hermitage, was originally 
a Buddhist temple, but it has for a long time (how long it is neither easy nor necessary in this case 
exactly to determine, but certainly for more than a century) been in the possession and under the 
control of the Hindu mahant of that place.” 
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“[2] Buddhist pilgrims, have, however, from time to time, continued to visit the temple and 
perform their worship there; but there is no reliable evidence to show that the upper chamber had 
in recent times been ever resorted to by Buddhists. The Temple has, however, not been shown to 
have been converted into a place of Hindu worship, though there is a spot in the Temple 
compound which is resorted to by Hindus as a sacred place for offering Pindas or oblations to 
ancestors.” 
 
“I deem it right here to observe that the question what the exact nature and extent of the mahant’s 
control over the Temple is, the evidence adduced in the case does not enable us to determine.” 
 
“With reference to the second part, it was urged on behalf of the petitioners that the Buddhists 
cannot claim it as a matter of right to worship in the Temple, and that they have hitherto done 




4.5.1 The Issue of Proprietorship 
 
On the one hand, ever since Dharmapāla first visited the Mahābodhi Temple, he questioned the 
mahant’s legitimate rights of proprietorship of the Temple. On the other, he himself 
demonstrated by his own writings and also articles and books published with his permission and 
knowledge that the mahant was the owner of the Temple. He even on several occasions tried to 
negotiate the purchase of the Temple and later a piece of land near the Temple with the mahant 
either directly or indirectly, which again established the fact that Dharmapāla acknowledged the 
mahant as the proprietor of the Temple. However, he always denied this fact during the cross 
examination and described the mahant as the usurper of the Temple (Anon. 1895: 12). 
Dharmapāla’s first attempt to permanently enshrine the Japanese image of the Buddha in May 
1894 and subsequent Government’s rejection of it was again seen as a validation of the mahant’s 
proprietary claims. The repair and restoration of the Temple that was sponsored by the Burmese 
king in the late 1870s was also done with an agreement with the mahant and subsequently carried 
out by the Government of India, which took a long time (works finished in 1884) and a huge 
amount of money. After the restoration, the Government took on the role as a custodian shared 
with the mahant and on the 25th July 1889, a Public Works Department’s chaprasi (custodian) was 
placed in-charge of both the Temple and Bungalow through a Government order. In a letter 
dated 24th March, 1891, the Superintending Engineer wrote to the Executive Engineer 
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emphasising that the custodian should be fully informed of the peculiar and in some respects 
delicate position he occupied, ‘The building is not the property of the Government and is only 
taken charge of with the consent of the Mahanth’ (vide Letter dated Gayā, 6th May 1891 from G 
A Grierson, Magistrate and Collector, Gayā to the Commissioner, Patna Division). It is worth 
noting that even as late as in 1898, the Government was still undecided about the question of 
their right in regard to the Temple and its precincts and was of the opinion that it was not 
advisable to take any action in the matter or to disturb existing arrangements.24  
 
The issue of proprietorship was examined at length during the entire legal proceedings and both 
the plaintiff and defendant presented evidence to support their stand. The learned Justices agreed 
to the fact that the mahant held ‘possession’ of the Temple and had the control and 
superintendence over it, subject to the rights of Buddhists to worship there in the customary 
manner.25At the end of the first stage (in the Court of District Magistrate of Gayā in July 1895) 
of the ‘Great Case,’ Justice D J Macpherson in his judgement said that the proprietorship of the 
Temple was best characterized as ‘dual custodianship,’ shared between the mahant and the 
Government, ‘which has existed ever since its restoration was undertaken.’ (Anon. 1896 b: 2) 
However, by the end of the final stage (in the High Court of Bengal in August 1895) of the 
‘Great Case,’ Justice W Macpherson in his judgement declared that ‘if the temple is not vested in 
the mahant, it does not appear to be vested in anyone’ (Cf Trevithick 2006: 133). Furthermore, 
Justice Banerjee, in a separate opinion, agreed to his colleague. It is worth pointing out that the 
final judgment, in general, strengthened the mahant’s position as the absolute proprietor of the 
Temple and its precincts. Dharmapāla on the other hand, not only lost the criminal proceedings 
but also some rather close Buddhist allies.  
 
It is indeed necessary at this point of the study to highlight the fact that the mahant’s right to the 
village would have been subjected to the public right to the Temple. Irrespective of the origin of 
                                                             
24 G A Grierson to Commissioner, Patna Division, 4 November 1891. Letter No. 2498, Collection of letters 
‘Restoration of Budh Gayā to Buddhist hands’, India Office Records and Private Papers, The British Library, 
London. 
 
25 During the judgements of the case, several illustrations and arguments were of put forward. Appendix 2 contains 
excerpts from two such judgments demonstrating how the learned Justices used their knowledge and understanding 
of different sects of Christianity to compare it with Hinduism and Buddhism. The analogy of Bolton Abbey and the 
Duke of Devonshire is of particular interest to emphasize the issue of proprietorship, which further strengthen the 
mahant’s position.  
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his possession of the Temple and rights claimed by him with regard to the offerings thereto, it 
was quite clear that he cannot claim any higher rights to the Mahābodhi Temple than those 
which he has to his math. Mohammad Shah’s fermān conferred upon him the village as Madad 
Mash so that ‘all the produce of the said property be used by him for his own livelihood and that 
of the itinerant faqirs.’ Besides, a mahant has no personal right to the property of the math and all 
property belongs to the math only. Since the Temple was given as an endowment for a 
charitable/ religious purpose, the mahant could not hold this endowed property in his own right 
but on behalf of the endowment and for its purposes only. The original beneficiaries of the 
Temple were Buddhists and the mahant’s possession of the Temple could have been contested on 
the basis that he had on more than one occasion prevented Buddhists from worshipping what 
they claimed as their legitimate customary right. In short, the Temple was held in possession of 
the mahant but not for the benefit of the purpose of which the Temple was founded. However, 
the situation became more complicated by the fact that the Hindus also offered pindas under the 




4.5.2 What is the Established Right of Worship? 
             
Throughout the legal proceedings of the ‘Great Case’, evidence produced by both parties and 
knowledge of the working of Hinduism and Buddhism by adjudicators largely relied on the 
religious texts, articles, books and research done by the Western scholars. Nonetheless, based on 
all evidence and witnesses, Justice Macpherson still felt that it was difficult to understand “where 
the freedom of worship ends and the right of control begins” (Cf Trevithick 2006: 129). One 
could argue that as the basic issue of this dispute – religion and its practice, has roots in the post-
Enlightenment era and the way it was used in the colonial period was something not obvious in 
pre-colonial India, hence, it was rather difficult for the British and even to some Indians who 
                                                             
26  Dharshana or the auspicious sight of the venerated object is an important concept in Hinduism. It is through 
darshana, a devotee gains spritual merit. A parallel could be found in Buddhism where in the Mahavamsa (Digha 
Nikaya 16:5:7-8), it is said that the four main pilgrimage sites connected with the Buddha’s life are places ‘ought to 
be seen’ (dassaniya), since the stūpas erected there are not just important buildings, these sites are being transformed 
as ‘relics of use’ (paribhogika dhatu); the places, which had been ‘used’ by the Buddha. These places are seen as 
reservoirs of a ‘living presence’ transmitting teaching of the Buddha, the Arhats, and the Dharma into the 
surrounding spaces. It is basically ‘worshipping by seeing.’ 
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were significantly influenced by the western knowledge of the Oriental and imprisoned within 
Western thought-patterns to be aware of the multivalent past of the Mahābodhi. 
 
Although several studies in the past attempted to describe religion but none could serve as an 
inclusive definition. Religion as defined in a typical dictionary entry is a “belief in, or the worship 
of, a God or Gods”27 or the “service and worship of God or the supernatural.”28 This abstract 
category ‘religion’ that has been developed within the particular history of Western thought has 
been taken to be universal but if applied to non-Western contexts in essentialist terms, it could 
be quite problematic as seen in the Mahābodhi case. Numerous attempts by the Western 
scholars such as Otto (1936), Eliade (1959), Durkheim (1964), who all examined and offered 
several explanations of religion, which tend to highlight the rigid dichotomy between the ‘sacred 
and profane,’ if applied to the Hindu religious circumstances would certainly be dismissed as the 
two are considered to be “so closely intermingled as to be inseparable.”29 Moreover, the terms 
‘sacred and profane’ are not completely appropriate in a Buddhist context. Sacred in Hinduism 
can be understood as the interface between the supernatural and the natural. It is not the power 
of the supernatural transferred to the natural, but simply the reality of the supernatural 
experienced in the natural elements such as fire, holy rivers, and sacred trees. In Buddhism, the 
distinction between the supernatural (as it is normally understood) and the natural is also not the 
same as in Hinduism. Buddhism distinguishes between mundane (worldly, illusory phenomena as 
we generally know material and mental phenomena) and supermundane, which is applied to 
mental phenomena. The supermundane is, in Pali, the lokuttara, the state of mind, which brings 
about enlightenment. 
 
Ling (1973) suggested that whatever is venerated for its sacred character is that which has a close 
relationship to nirvāna. Some of the examples of sacred in Buddhism are Dharma; the teachings, 
which proclaim and explain the Four Noble Truths; the bhikshus who are the bearers of the 
teachings, and stupas, which symbolically represent the Buddha. Even the path which can deliver 
a person to nirvāna is also considered sacred. It is important to note that the Pali Buddhists do 
not ‘worship’ the Buddha or the Buddha image, they only ‘pay their respects’, as they do to all 
                                                             
27 The Chambers Dictionary 
 
28 The Merriam-Webster Dictionary 
 
29 Evans-Pritchard (1965: 65) 
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gurus and elders. Mahāyāna introduced the notion of the divinity of the Buddha, e.g. expressed in 
the dhayana Buddhas and in Tantric images. It is important to note here that the Japanese 
Buddha image of Amitābha, over which the legal dispute was largely centred upon, was from the 














Figure 4.4 a) Left: July, 1894, the dressed great image of the Buddha on the altar of the ground floor of the Mahābodhi Temple. 
[Source: Dharmapāla (1921)] 
b) Right: July 2010, the dressed great image of the Buddha on the altar of the ground floor of the Mahābodhi Temple. The yellow 
vestment as seen in the figure was not a part of the original paraphernalia until the late twentieth century.  
(Source: By Author, 2010)  
 
A significant issue that was raised by Dharmapāla during the ‘Great Case’ was the desecration of 
the holy image inside the sanctum of the Temple by draping the great statue and applying tilaka 
of one mark that was specific to Śaivite followers on its forehead by the Hindus (see figure 4.4 
a). This way of worshipping by the Hindus, as per Dharmapāla and also to the pilgrims from 
Ceylon (see the letter reproduced below), renders the holy image repugnant to Buddhist 
worshippers as the image no long represented the Buddha. If the image is without marks that 
have meaning only in one religious group, it can be multivalent; once it has marks which are 
known as specific to only one group, it will no longer be multivalent. However, it is necessary to 
briefly describe the history of the present image before assessing claims of customary worship by 





Mr J D Beglar in a letter (dated 14th May, 1895) to the mahant (see Appendix 3) stated in length 
about the complete removal (by breaking it into pieces) of the earlier Buddha image (built in 
brick and mortar) from the great pedestal in the sanctum of the Temple and also removal of the 
phallic emblem (Śivalinga) from the centre of the sanctum floor with the full permission of the 
mahant during repairs undertaken in the late 1870s by him under the orders issued by the 
Government of India. In addition, the mahant even formally suspended daily worship within the 
sanctum of the Temple during the entire period of repairs. It is worth nothing here that after 
completion of repair works, the mahant provided the great statue (see figure 4.4 a), which was 
earlier being worshiped as Bhairon (or Śiva) in the math compound. He even performed the pran 
pratistha30 of the same type as the Hindu rites when it was installed at the pedestal of the Temple 
sanctum by him. Beglar highlighted that he even allowed removal of vestments of the great 
statue and obliterating the vermillion tilaka marks, if asked by any pilgrim, to perform worship in 
his/her own religious way. Besides, Beglar stated that he even saw several Buddhist pilgrims 
worshipping together with the Hindu pujaris (priests) and draping the great statue and applying 
tilaka on its forehead. Another assertion made by Beglar, which is worth noting is that although, 
the mahant was quite flexible with minor issues such as the proposed placement of small statues 
in and around the Temple but he was quite reluctant to set up new objects of worship and for 
the same reason, he refused to plant a new pipal tree at the rear of the Temple. Nonetheless, 
Cunningham and Beglar did plant a new pipal tree (one which is at the site presently) during their 
works.  
 
The Journal of the Maha-Bodhi Society in January 1901 published a letter titled ‘Desecration of the 
Maha-Bodhi Temple, Buddha-Gayā’ which is reproduced below. It could be argued that the 
letter highlights what Macpherson questioned during the case - the worship as ‘by permission,’ or 
as ‘of customary religious right’ (Cf Trevithick 2006: 128). In a similar instance, as mentioned in 
the letter, some hundred years later, but also after the change of ownership of the Temple from 
the Hindu mahant to a Committee of both Hindu and Buddhist members, it could be argued that 
another desecration of the sacred Temple complex. But this time it was by the Buddhists by not 
allowing the Hindus to perform their religious rituals on the 13th November 2010 when the 
Crown Prince of Thailand along with his large entourage visited the Mahābodhi Temple. The 
Royal visit created a similar situation as stated in the letter of the 17th November 1900 but with a 
                                                             
30 Pran pratishtha, as per the Hindu religious acts, means infusing life into an idol, which is only considered as a piece 
of metal, wood or stone until life is infused into it. The pran pratishtha is a detailed ceremony that is done only by 
chanting mantras requesting the God to reside in the idol. Once this is done the idol becomes a ‘living’ deity.  
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slight change and this time it was the Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee’s (authority 
responsible for maintaining the Temple complex) personnel did not allow the non-Buddhists 
pilgrims to enter the Temple compound while the Buddhist Crown Prince with his entourage 
had been performing ceremonies inside the Temple complex on the occasion of the fiftieth 
anniversary celebrations of Thai Airways. During his visit, the entire Bodhgayā was transformed 
into a curfew zone and the local Hindu population was asked to remain inside their houses, 
citing security issues. However, when asked why the non-Buddhists are treated in this way, I was 
told by a senior Buddhist monk that ‘they don’t understand ‘our’ religion.’31 I have mentioned 
this incident here, to emphasize that the question of the worship as ‘by permission,’ or as ‘of 
customary religious right’ is still quite relevant in re-constructing sacred placeness in and around 
the Mahābodhi Temple complex and also the issue of socio-political priorities over religious 
matters at Bodhgayā. 
  “BUDH-GAYĀ, 
17th November, 1900. 
To 
  THE COMMISSIONER, GAYĀ. 
SIR, 
We, the undersigned Buddhist Priests and Lay pilgrims from Ceylon and Burmah have the honor 
to report to you that we were prevented from worshipping to our Most Holiest Shrine of Maha-Bodhi at 
Buddha-Gayā, on account of the door having been locked up at 9 p.m. on the 17th instant. The party 
composed of eminent scholarly Priests of the Vidyodaya Pali College, Colombo, and several leading Buddhist 
in the Island. Travelling thousand of miles and expending thousands of rupees, we have come to this 
hallowed place, and the cruel treatment that we have received at the hands of the guardians of the Temple 
could not be expressed in words. 
The sacred statue of Buddha was found disfigured and a dirty cloth was used in covering the 
whole body, and a symbol disgusting and indecent to the Buddhists was found painted on the forehead. The 
altar, which is invariably held sacred by the whole Buddhist world, was also desecrated by the menials of the 
Temple. 
To-day being a sacred day, the Lay pilgrims observed the eight precepts, which includes also 
fasting, and it is the Buddhist custom to spend day and night in meditation and prayer.  
We had to report to the Government Custodian of the Temple, and he himself came and 
expressed that the door should not be shut, it must be kept open as it was invariably the custom, and he 
himself went to the Mahant to bring the key, but he returned without it, and reported to us that the Mahant 
had said himself that the door should not have been shut by his servant, and so we have been absolutely 
prevented from completing our devotions. 
We have written this complaint sitting on the doorstep, and we have waited from 9 to 11 p.m. 
We submit most respectfully that you will take such measures that will be upheld by the guardians 
of the sacred Temple. We also beg to lay our grievance that it is against all justice and truth that an alien 
religionist inimical to our religion should be allowed to desecrate the Temple.  
We are, Sir, 
Your obedient Servants, 
 
M. SIDDHATHA, Asst. Widyodaya Pali College, Maligakanda, Ceylon. 
D. JINARATNE, Chief Priest, Gangarama Temple, Colombo. 
H. PUNNANANDE, Priest, Sunandarama, Horana. 
A. UPANANDA, Priest, Ponnankannia, Srinevesa Rama. 
E. HEWAVITARNE, Colombo. 
G. P. WEERASEKERA, Ahangama. 
P. W. DIAS, Panadura. 
 
MOUNGEE,   Akyab. 
SAJA,     Do. 
MARA POOWA,                      Do. 
MOUNG SAJA,                      Do. 
MALLIKA HEWAVITARNE. 
SUJATA HEWAVITARNE. 
M. SOWISA, Panadura. 
M. MINUANPITIYA, Egoda Uyana. 
KUSALA Upasaka.” 
                                                             
31 Personal interview on the 13th November 2010 
116 
 
4.5.3 Understanding the Act of Worship in the Larger Context  
 
“The meaning of ritual is great indeed. 
He who tries to enter it with the uncouth and inane theories of the system-makers will perish there. 
(Xunzi, third century BCE)”32 
 
Ritual as it appears to us today and as also demonstrated during the legal proceedings of the 
‘Great Case’ in the past has always been a complicated phenomenon of complex social medium, 
cultural (re)construction of tradition, and individual’s expression and understanding. Various 
interpretations/ definitions/ writings, both scholarly and religious evolved over time could 
influence our understanding of what constitutes ritual. Hence, it could be argued that ritual 
activity, similar to a building, does not have an intrinsic fixed meaning. As van Gennep (1960: 
12) suggests that various ritual stages, during different situations, can influence the sacred, hence, 
it could be seen as a relative entity rather than an absolute quality. His idea of “pivoting of 
sacred” comprehensively changed the understanding of how ritual can actually define what is 
sacred and work as a proactive element rather than reactive. Therefore, to ascertain the sacred 
placeness of the Mahābodhi Temple one needs to look beyond architecture and also take into 
account ritual events and experiences in and around it in a holistic and broader context rather 
than gauging them all separately. It is important to note that both the High Court Justices of the 
‘Great Case’ asserted that, although Buddhists may have the right to worship in the Temple, 
there has been no evidence to show that they also have a right to resort to the Temple to secure 
or to permanently enshrine a new image in the Temple against the wish or prohibition expressed 
by the mahant. In their judgment they specifically mentioned ‘that the actual act of worship in 
question (permanent installation of the Japanese Buddha statue) could only be understood within 
the larger context of Dharmapāla’s objectives’ to re-claim the sacred Mahābodhi Temple from 
the mahant for the Buddhists only (Trevithick 2006: 130). Moreover, both parties saw the value 
of rituals to claim the sacredness of the Temple. Dharmapāla’s ritual actions, which he claimed as 
exercising his customary religious rights can be seen as what Robertson Smith had described as 
‘serving the basic social function of creating and maintaining community’ (Bell 1997: 4) and in 
his case, a desire to create a universal Buddhist community.   
 
 
                                                             
32 Cf Bell (1997: vii) 
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The earliest editions of the Encyclopedia Britannica attached quite specific dates, i.e. between 1771 
to 1852, for the modern usage of the term ‘ritual’ and defined it as a ‘book directing the order 
and manner to be observed in performing divine service in a particular church, diocese, or the 
like,’ clearly ignoring rituals performed by indigenous people all over the world that are unwritten 
and ritual activities that are unconventional and spontaneous. For almost six decades the term 
‘ritual’ did not feature in the Encyclopedia. However, in 1910, it reappeared with a more detailed 
description focussing on commonalities of cultures and histories, thus, making it more of a 
panhuman phenomenon. The last century saw a considerable change in the understanding and 
interpretation of ritual, and it could be argued that this shift was the result of political willingness 
to accommodate cultural differences and promote common linkages. The new definition of ritual 
rejected the earlier theory of a script for regulating practice, instead it was more seen as a type of 
practice that could be found in all religions and even outside religion, involving expressive 
symbols intrinsic to the sense of self and working of the society33 (Bell 1997: 259). It could be 
argued that this whole concept of the emergence and evolution of the variety of understanding 
and constructed meanings of ritual is quite significant for this study as it throws light on why and 
how the trouble started at the Mahābodhi Temple in the first place and also how the so called 
learned adjudicators arrived at the verdict of what was and was not the right way of worship at 
the Mahābodhi. Interestingly, a recent verdict by the High Court of Allahabad on the dispute of 
Ram Mandir–Babri Masjid in Ayodhya, India also highlighted this change in the understanding 
of the role of ritual and worship in re-defining the religious identity in the contemporary Indian 
society.34 Moreover, the whole Ayodhya episode can also be seen as an excellent example of how 
                                                             
33 For the young pilgrims of the modern India, travel to sacred sites is more for personal rather than ordained 
reasons. They seek both adventure and solace at sacred sites, which undoubtedly is quite different from the reasons 
why the older generation visited those sites. In a recent article by Nair (2011: 14) ‘Tripping with God’, an interview 
with a young Buddhist pilgrim, Tenzin Lobsang, elucidates this change over time, as he explains, ‘I am not into the 
core of religion like my parents. We don’t have half of their beliefs. They feel Buddha has done something (at holy 
sites). I just can’t believe that. For me Buddha’s teachings are practical, they are philosophy. They are about non-
violence and peace. That’s why I like going.’  
  
34 Only twenty-eight years after Babri Masjid’s destruction by the Hindu fundamentalist wings of political 
organisations, the verdict by the High Court in September 2011 ruled that the disputed land should be divided into 
three equal parts and the majority of land was given to the Hindu petitioners. The most important area under the 
central dome of the once standing sixteenth-century CE mosque, where Lord Rama’s idol existed only since 1949 
after a failed attempt to perform a religious ceremony (and is presently kept in a makeshift temple at the same place), 
belonged to Ram Lala Virajman (the Ram deity) as per the Court’s ruling. This verdict has been challenged by the 
Sunni Waqf Board, the Muslim petitioner, in the higher court of justice.   
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a selective recounting of the past could be effectively redeployed in the present, a situation which 
is also not so different in the case of the Mahābodhi Temple.   
 
Turner (1969) asserts in his liminality thesis that during the pilgrimage process the social and 
religious differences are attenuated and the communitas is established.35 Moreover, the meanings 
we give to a place (in this case a sacred place) may help to create the sense of belonging for a 
society and, intentionally or otherwise, exclude others from belonging there. As van der Veer 
(1994: 11) in his study of the conflict of Ayodhya argues that during the pilgrimage, and the place 
itself, the pilgrims through ‘a ritual construction of self that not only integrates the believers but 
also places a symbolic boundary between them and ‘outsiders.’’ van der Veer further notes that 
this boundary rather than being unambiguous, it is in a constant state of flux that is contested, 
negotiated, and re-interpreted (Ibid.). It is unfortunate that contestation of this symbolic 
boundary, which is often politically motivated encourages aggression that has caused riots and 
physical destruction of sacred structures. Again, in van der Veer’s words, ‘When communitas 
becomes force rather than ‘grace’, it becomes totalism, the subordination of the part to the 
whole instead of the free creation of the whole by the mutual recognition of its parts’ (Ibid.: 
206). I mention Turner and van der Veer here because the case of Bodhgayā and the image of 




4.6 Creating Another Sacred Place for the Japanese Image 
 
After failing in his attempt to install the Japanese Buddha image, Dharmapāla and other priests 
from Ceylon moved the image to the nearby Burmese rest-house and made it as their permanent 
base in Bodhgayā. Sumangala, a Sinhalese priest, used to perform daily worship of the Japanese 
image in the rest-house. Although, the rest-house was a secular structure built in the late 1870s 
by the Hindu mahant of the Bodhgayā math for the visiting Burmese pilgrims, but the act of 
installing the Buddha image and its daily worship by ordained Buddhist monks transformed it 
into a sacred building.  Acting swiftly to capitalize on his legal triumph, in November 1895, the 
mahant made another diplomatic move by representing to the Government that the Burmese 
                                                             
35 See also Alexander (1991) Victor Turner Revisited: Ritual as Social Change by for more on a number of limitations of 
Turner’s thoughts, such as his generalization that ritual is always formalized and he does not take into consideration 
that in many occasions when rituals involve and invite spontaneity and improvisation. 
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rest-house was built by his predecessors and that Dharmapāla and his Buddhist priests cannot 
occupy it permanently and that the Japanese statue of the Buddha should be removed from the 
grounds since the Hindus objected to keep an image brought from a mleccha36country. In 
forwarding the mahant’s memorial to the Government, the Commissioner expressed his 
disapproval of the conduct of Dharmapāla in having attempted to set up the image in the 
Temple against the mahant’s wishes, and suggested that, as it would be a standing cause of 
friction and might at any time lead to further complications, it is better to be left where it was, 
and the Magistrate was instructed to serve a notice on Dharmapāla, under section 144 of the 
Code of Criminal Procedure. Besides, in their order with regard to the mahant’s plea, the 
Commissioner and the Bengal Judicial Department turned down his request regarding the rest-
house asserting that [he] “the mahant has no right to close it [the Burmese rest-house] against any 
of the Buddhist wishing to use it, and that Sub-Overseer should be replaced by another officer” 
(Anon. 1910: 488). It is worth noting the careful choice of words of the ruling. On the one hand, 
it upholded the Buddhists customary right of worship at the sacred site of Bodhgayā, on the 
other, it limited their access of worship. The above-mentioned letter as received by Dharmapāla 
from the District Magistrate of Gayā is reproduced below (Anon. 1896 a: 10-11): 
 
 
“Gayā, 9th April, 1896 
To H DHARMAPALA, ESQ. 
SIR, - Under instructions of the Commissioner of the Patna Division, I have the honor to request 
you will remove the Japanese image of Buddha, now in the Burmese rest-house at Bodh-Gayā, 
from that place, and from the precincts of the Bodh-Gayā Temple. 
2. If you do not comply with this request within one month from this date, the 
Government will take possession of the image and will deposit it in the Indian Museum in 
Calcutta, where it will remain until it is reclaimed on such conditions as the Government may think 
fit to impose. 
 I have the honour to be, & c., 
H SAVAGE, 
District Magistrate, Gayā.” 
                                                             
36 The native name of the Indus Valley civilization, Dravidian, or Met-akam “high abode/country” may have been 
preserved in Me-lah-ha, the native name of the Sumerian civilization. Mleccha may have been an adaptation of Me-lah-
ha, meaning a “foreigner, barbarian, non-Aryān”. Mleccha as a term is even used in the present Indian society to 
denote person of lower caste than Brahmana (priestly caste).   
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The order to remove the sacred image to a profane place, where curiosities are kept by the 
British Government in India was seen as a wanton and uncalled-for insult by Dharmapāla and he 
was quick to garner support of several national dailies such as The Indian Mirror, The Bengalee and 
The Behar Times and most importantly the Burmese Buddhists in Rangoon headed by Moung 
Ohn Ghine, C.I.E. For the first time, Dharmapāla’s appealed for collaboration and support from 
the Hindu community against what he called as the Buddhist persecution, he wrote that, “To 
remove, by an order of the Executive Government, an image which is being worshipped daily by 
properly ordained priests of Buddhism is a sacrilege, and will be viewed with deep disapproval by 
the Hindu community. The Hindus have never been a persecuting people. Toleration is their 
creed. Toleration is the habit of the Hindu mind” (Ibid.). He even opposed to the Government’s 
policy of strict and even stern neutrality which it had hitherto professed and followed. It is 
beyond doubt that Dharmapāla, having lost the ‘Great Case’ changed his stance and decided to 
offer an olive branch to the more influential and larger Hindu community of the British India. 
Then again, Dharmapāla’s change in attitude was momentary and he soon returned to his earlier 
demands. 
 
In an interesting turnaround of events, on the 25th May 1896, the Lieutenant-Governor decided 
to reverse the earlier order issued only a month ago asserting the Government’s attitude of strict 
impartiality on all questions affecting the shrine and also to maintain the public peace and status 
quo. From his communication to the Commissioner, it was observed “that the Lieutenant-
Governor was under the impression that the (Japanese Buddha) image was practically a derelict 
and in charge of no one, and that the object of the Government in issuing the orders of the 2nd 
April 1896 was to prevent any mischief happening to a beautiful work of art. As, however, it now 
appears that there are in residence at Bodh Gayā Buddhist priests who consider themselves 
responsible for the image, and declare the police guard over it unnecessary, the Government is 
under no necessity to interfere. The image is accordingly to be left in the rest-house, the guard 
being withdrawn.” (Anon. 1910: 488-9) 
 
It is rather quite intriguing to discuss here what made the Bengal Government changed their 
mind in such a short span of time to a memorial received by an individual (Dharmapāla) who 
was by then regarded as a nuisance; “... No difficulties of any kind were experienced until the 
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intrigues of the Mahābodhi Society and its Secretary, Mr Dharmapāla, came into operation.”37 
Trevithick (2006: 137-8) argues that the reversal of the order was due to the influence of Mr D 
M Smeaton, the then Chief Commissioner of Burma, who sent on to the Government of India a 
number of petitions, highlighted old historical links between Burma and Bodhgayā, and how the 
educated Burmese felt a national or proto-national pride in the matter. However, all these 
associations also had a deeper meaning other than what was explicitly noted by Mr Smeaton. I 
would argue that the British always saw Burma as a close political ally against the rising French 
and Japanese in the South East and Far East Asia. Hence, for such an insignificant religious 
matter of the Japanese image to be kept in the Burmese rest-house, it was surely unwise for the 
British to create problems with a friendly Buddhist neighbouring country of Burma. The close 
association between Britain and Burma became even clearer during the Second World War when 
the issue of restoring Bodhgayā in the hands of Buddhists was often discussed between the two 
Governments. Moreover, it was also proposed by Mr Appleton, Director of Public Relations 
Department of the Government of Burma based in Simla, India to use a rather ‘impractical’ 
suggestion of restoring Bodhgayā into the hands of Buddhists, which could be of “real value for 
our [British] publicity to Burma.”38 In another communication, Guy Wint of Far Eastern Bureau 
of British Ministry of Information wrote to the Secretary, Governor of Burma in Shimla, India, 
“to enlist for anti-Japanese pronouncements and agitation some of the Buddhist societies in this 
country (and presumably Ceylon) such as the Mahābodhi Society, the Bengal Buddhist Society 
and Pali study departments of universities.”39 The British Government was aware of the fact that 
Japanese authorities and Ba Maw Government in Burma might negotiate with Subhash Chandra 
                                                             
37 C W Bolton to Secretary, Government of India, 27 June 1896, Letter No. 152J.–D., Collection of letters 
‘Restoration of Budh Gayā to Buddhist hands’, India Office Records and Private Papers, The British Library, 
London. 
 
38 G Appleton to Publicity Adviser, Government of Burma, 3 June 1944. Letter No. 6, Collection of letters 
‘Restoration of Budh Gayā to Buddhist hands’, India Office Records and Private Papers, The British Library, 
London. 
 
39 G Wint to Secretary, Governor of Burma, 24 May 1944. Letter No. 8, Collection of letters ‘Restoration of Budh 
Gayā to Buddhist hands’, India Office Records and Private Papers, The British Library, London. 
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Bose’s Government regarding the restoration of Bodhgayā Temple to the Buddhists. Thein Pe 
thought that the Japanese would not be slow to seize such a clever suggestion.40 
       
The reversal orders contained in the Judicial Department Resolution, dated Darjeeling, the 26th 
May 1896, (Anon. 1910: 488-9) permitting the Japanese image, originally set up by Dharmapāla 
in the Temple, to be left in the Burmese rest-house was unsurprisingly met with counter 
petitions from the mahant and from his allies, who were not very impressed by the Government’s 
new standpoint on the issue of complete neutrality on the religious matters. The mahant through 
his Counsel, Cotton Jr, at this point of time found new ally in the form of the British Indian 
Association (BIA)–an organisation that represented the interests of large zamindars (landholders) 
in Bengal and the mahant was one of the large landlords, but there was no suggestion that he was 
ever actually a member of the BIA (Trevithick, 2006: 140). The Honorary Secretary of the BIA, 
Rai Isser Chunder Mitter Bahadur wrote to the Chief Secretary to the Government of Bengal, 
letter dated Calcutta, the 29th January 1897, emphasizing the fact that “the effect of the 
Government order is to alter the character of that building (rest-house), and to virtually convert 
it to a Buddhist shrine. The Committee apprehend that the setting up of a non-Hindu shrine in 
such close proximity to the Hindu temple of Bodhgayā cannot fail to prove a prolific source of 
trouble in the future and to jeopardise the preservation of peace. . . They do not object to the 
erection of a Buddhist shrine at a reasonable distance from the Bodhgayā temple, which has 
been pronounced by the High Court to be a Hindu temple.” Few other organisations such as 
Dharma Sabha, national dailies, and Hindu inhabitants of the district of Patna led by the zamindar 
of Patna later came forward to support the mahant’s memorial and stressed the fact that “the 
setting up of a Buddhist shrine in such a close proximity to a Hindu shrine will only keep up the 
ill-feelings roused by Dharmapāla’s action between the Hindus and the Buddhists.” To this, the 
Bengal Government replied by turning down the contention of the Association that the Temple 
is a Hindu one and ordered the Japanese image to remain in the rest-house. The Bengal 
Government further warned the mahant to keep a check on his men so that no more trouble 
would be created.41 (Anon. 1923 a: 30-1) 
                                                             
40 Additional note by Thein Pe. D Dennis to Secretary, Governor of Burma, 24 May 1944. Letter No. 9-11, 
Collection of letters ‘Restoration of Budh Gayā to Buddhist hands’, India Office Records and Private Papers, The 
British Library, London. 
 
41 C W Bolton to Rai Isser Chunder Mitter Bahadur, 16th October 1897 in Anon. (1923) Rescue Buuddha Gayā, pp. 30-
1. Calcutta: The Maha-Bodhi Society. 
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Dharmapāla riding on his recent successes was busy writing to Bengal requesting to acquire the 
Dâk Bungalow (inspection bungalow) at Bodhgayā exclusively for the ever increasing Buddhist 
pilgrims from Japan, Siam, China, and Ceylon (Letter dated Chicago, Illinois, 29th December 
1896). Back at home, in Calcutta, Bengali daily newspapers were recording brewing local 
discontent among the people and the fear of religious animosity as that “there are a number of 
Hindu temples which formerly belonged to Buddhists, and none of these can be given back to 
Buddhists, without it constituting a grave danger to public peace.” Bharat Mitra, a weekly paper in 
Hindi even suggested that the large influx of foreigners to pay their obeisance to the Japanese 
image could create disturbance and in that case the government should “keep a Political Officer 
as well as a military force in Buddha-Gayā” (Cf Trevithick 2006: 141-2). 
 
The Government did consider the various representations made to them but ultimately declined 
to reverse their decision. Furthermore, in their reply to the BIA, they made it clear that neither 
the judgement of the High Court set at rest the differences between the mahant and Dharmapāla 
(see pp. 71-2 for excerpts of the High Court judgement and the paragraph below), nor that the 
High Court has pronounced the Bodhgayā Temple to be a Hindu temple as mentioned by the 
BIA in the letter by the Honorary Secretary of the BIA. These monstrous misstatements clearly 
show that the Association never read the judgement of the High Court and also an intention to 
interfere with the Buddhist freedom of worship in the Temple:  
 
“It may be conceded that the Mahābodhi Temple, which is very ancient and very sacred to 
Buddhists, was a Buddhist temple; that although it has been in the possession of Hindu mahants, it 
has never been converted to a Hindu temple in the sense that Hindu idols have been enshrined or 
orthodox Hindu worship carried on there, and that Buddhist pilgrims have had free access and full 
liberty to worship in it.” (Anon. 1895)     
 
The Government was aware of the alteration of character of the rest-house if the image was left 
there and also the not so friendly terms between the resident Buddhist monks and the mahant, 
but they didn’t feel that those reasons were necessarily enough to cause any disturbance of the 
peace. In addition, the government contemplated several arrangements, which would thus 
remove the Japanese image and its attendant priests a little further from the Temple, reducing 
the risk of friction and trouble and would also grant more space and ease to the Buddhists. It 
seemed quite possible that Dharmapāla would soon be allowed to use the inspection bungalow 
exclusively for Buddhists as he wished for and, most importantly, he would be allowed to build 
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suitable accommodation for the Japanese image and two priests to attend it. For which purpose 
the President of the Mahābodhi Society (Mandalay Branch) had already raised INR 12,800. After 
six years of hard work, finally it was felt that Dharmapāla’s dream of acquiring a piece of land in 
Bodhgayā and there be able to perform worship in a Buddhistic way was going to be realised.  
 
On the contrary, a letter from the Chief Secretary to the Government of Bengal expressing the 
views of the Lieutenant-Governor (which he thought would meet with the approval of His 
Excellency the Governor-General in Council) to the Secretary to the Government of India 
shattered Dharmapāla’s ambitions. In his letter,42 Mr Bolton stated explicitly that the Lieutenant-
Governor was quite aware of the activities of Dharmapāla and his party and the tension it had 
created between the Hindus and Buddhist pilgrims. The Government has only given the image a 
shelter in the rest-house to preserve it from injury, and not with a view to creating a new shrine. 
However, if the mahant consider it wrong, he is at liberty to sue Dharmapāla or the priests in 
attendance for its removal. He also rejected the recommendation of the Commissioner and the 
Collector regarding the disposal of the inspection bungalow to the Buddhists exclusively and the 
repair or rebuilding of the Burmese rest-house, he wrote that if the Mandalay Branch of the 
Mahābodhi Society or Dharmapāla wishes to build more extensive accommodation, they must 
“arrange with the mahant, as the owner of the village of Bodh-Gayā for the requisite site.”43 
Nevertheless, the mahant should “follow the example of his predecessor and afford facilities such 
as the Buddhist desire,” failing to do so, “the Government will have to consider the propriety of 
determining the relative rights of all parties by legislation, which would provide also for the 
acquisition by the Buddhists, on reasonable terms, of land they require.”44 
 
Government, nonetheless, had established that the mahant was the de facto proprietor of the 
Temple and its grounds, but had also maintained that the Buddhists enjoyed limited right of 
                                                             
42 C W Bolton to Secretary, Government of India, 11th June 1897, Letter No. 163J.–D., Collection of letters 
‘Restoration of Budh Gayā to Buddhist hands’, File No. 9C20/ PA44, India Office Records and Private Papers, The 
British Library, London. 
 
43 C W Bolton to A H Dharmāpala, 24th Feb 1899. Letter No. 1175J in Dharmāpala, A H (ed.) The Maha-Bodhi and 
the United Buddhist World: Journal of the Maha-Bodhi Society, Vol. XVIII, 1910, p. 490. Calcutta: The Maha-Bodhi Society. 
 
44 C W Bolton to Secretary, Government of India, 11th June 1897, Letter No. 163J.–D., Collection of letters 
‘Restoration of Budh Gayā to Buddhist hands’, File No. 9C20/ PA44, India Office Records and Private Papers, The 
British Library, London. 
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access for worship at the Temple. All through the Resolutions, the Government maintained to 
preserve a strict, perhaps stern impartiality and avoided precise definition of the religious rights 
of worship. I also wish to highlight that the primary issue (to transfer the Mahābodhi Temple 
from the hands of the Hindu mahant to Buddhist control for proper conduct of Buddhist 
worship) was gradually transformed into more of a dispute over the right to own a piece of land 
near the place of enlightenment. It could be seen as Dharmapāla’s efforts to legitimize his 
position in Bodhgayā as of a Buddhist revivalist. The focus had now shifted from the event 
(Lord Buddha’s enlightenment under the Bodhi Tree) to own a place (land for a Buddhist rest-
house) per se. 
 
 
4.7 Lord Curzon in Bodhgayā for the Righting of a Great Wrong 
 
George Nathaniel Curzon at the age of 39, the youngest ever Viceroy (1899-1905), arrived in 
India on the 6 January 1899, with several intentions in his mind, and the preservation of 
archaeological remains was one of them. He took great interest in Indian art and architecture and 
once remarked that ancient India had the greatest galaxy of monuments in the world. In his 
speech to the Asiatic Society of Bengal, in February 1900, he stressed that the local population 
was ignorant of the ancient buildings, hence, the peculiar responsibility rests upon Government 
in India to be a faithful guardian of the priceless treasure-house of art and learning. Anderson 
argues that the reconstruction of monumental archaeology that was part of a grander colonial 
programme placed their ancient builders and the colonized local population in a certain 
hierarchy, “Our [colonizers’] presence shows that you have always been, or have long become, 
incapable of either greatness or self-rule.”45 
 
Curzon spent much of his energies attempting, not always successfully, to “hold the scales 
even”46 between the races and religions in India as he “regarded himself, incidentally, as having 
rather a knack for symbolic and ritual strategies.”47 While delivering the speech at the Legislative 
                                                             
45 Huber (2008: 254) 
 





Council48 to justify holding rather an expensive affair, the Delhi Durbar in 1903, he confidently 
asserted that “an occasion like the Delhi Durbar, when soldiers and civilians from all parts of 
India will meet, not for a few hours or a day, but for a fortnight, and can compare notes and 
exchange ideas with each other, will be fraught with incalculable advantage, both to the 
participants and to the administration which they serve”49 and most importantly, it will be helpful 
in “binding,” although symbolically, the average Indian to Britain.50 
 
To Curzon the British were trustees for the “the patient, humble silent millions”51 and he felt the 
landed, high caste Indian Congressional representatives did not have the same interest in the 
people’s welfare, which was epitomised by Congress opposition to his agricultural and tenant 
rights reforms. He often disagreed with his officials and even displayed a tendency to interfere 
with the rulings of the judges, as he regarded himself as the fount of equity as well as the spring 
of action in India. He had a great knowledge of Asian history and culture and a great fascination 
with architecture. To fulfil his passion he paid several official visits to various historical sites and 
monuments on the soil of British India. He once told members of the Byculla Club that a 
Viceroy “is expected to preserve temples,”52 putting himself apparently in the role of a royal 
devotee to the Hindu gods. 
 
Curzon was first made aware of the contested character of the Mahābodhi Temple on the trip to 
Mandalay, Burma where he received a petition from the Buddhists expressing concern over the 
Hindu mahant’s misappropriation of presents sent by the King Mindon to the Temple. However, 
the opportunity for him to investigate Bodhgayā finally came during a tour of Eastern Indian in 
January 1903. Before he went on his visit, he made sure to “master,” as he put it, the “mass of 
papers” in the files of the Bengal government relating to the Temple and concluded in favour of 
                                                             
48 For the complete text of the speech which Lord Curzon delivered in the Imperial Legislative Council at Simla on 
the 5th September, 1902, justifying the cost of the Delhi Coronation Durbar, please see Lipsett (1903) Lord Curzon in 
India: 1898–1903. 
 
49 Lipsett (1903: 127) 
 
50 Trevithick (2006:143) 
 
51 Edwardes (1965: 130) 
 
52 Copland (2004: 541) 
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Buddhist demands for the site. He seemed displeased by the negative comments that had been 
offered (in his opinion, gratuitously) by the Calcutta High Court in Crown versus Giri. 
Moreover, Curzon refused to be put off by the fact that previous Bengal governments had 
“declined to be drawn” on the issue out of respect for the long-standing imperial policy of 
“religious neutrality.” While he agreed that the Raj had an obligation not to push a particular 
religious line, he did not think the policy had ever been intended to prevent the government 
intervening in the religious arena. However, when he actually visited the Temple sanctuary, his 
conviction was strengthened as he was quite disappointed to see the Temple been “polluted with 
. . . incongruous rites.”53 His brief encounter with the mahant during the visit made him more 
confident that a mediated settlement could be achieved by bullying the mahant, no matter 
whether or not the wider Hindu community rallied for his defense. 
  
After several failed negotiations with the mahant and offers such as an Imperial honour and even 
threats to renounce all claims and hand over the Temple to the Government supervision, an 
informal commission, with a mixed membership, of the ‘right’ Hindus and British officials 
deputed to take up the issue of religious legitimacy over Bodhgayā’s contested sacred space. 
“Their business will be to ascertain with accuracy the position and claims of the mahant and the 
facts as regards the Hindu worship of the great image of Buddha . . . They might also at the same 
time make such references as may be thought necessary to the Pandits of Benares, Nadia or 
elsewhere in order to ascertain whether such worship as is carried on is genuine, orthodox, and 
worthy of commendation.”54 The Commission got the Viceroy’s blessing but was told to keep 
the supreme government’s role “entirely in the background.” The mahant and Mr. Oldham, the 
Collector of Gayā and also the Chair of the Commission, met on several occasions from January 
to April 1901 to discuss the draft agreement of the deal but in vain. The mahant remained 
unmoved on the chief issue of rituals that were to be practiced in the Temple, such as to dress 
the image of Buddha and apply tilaka marks to its forehead, which he argued was an essential 
part of the Hindu worship.  
 
                                                             
53 Curzon to Lord George Hamilton, 22nd January 1903, Hamilton Collection, Vol. 13, India Office Records and 
Private Papers, The British Library, London. 
 
54 W C Macpherson to Secretary, Government of India, 31st October 1903. Letter No. 4364J, Collection of letters 




Curzon, who did not like losing, found the mahant’s conduct “disrespectful and insulting” and 
directed that the mahant be “called upon,” without delay, to sign a new agreement, based on the 
Bengal Government’s draft of April 1903. Failure to sign would result in the passage of 
legislation to empower the government to regulate all worship in the temple (Copland 2004: 
548). Yet again, the mahant found a way around and did not sign the agreement, which made the 
Viceroy angry and somewhat rattled. It was until October 1903 that the government had every 
intention of proceeding to frame a resolution on Bodhgayā preparatory to taking the Temple 
under its control. And a far broader and even consequential policy shift in regards to local 
religious quarrels generally was seen in Curzon’s letter to Sir Ibbetson, “I [do not] share your 
fears, in their extreme shape, of ever dealing in any form with religious matters. I have no doubt 
whatever that the Government of India will be compelled to do so in the long run.” Curzon was 
replying to Ibbetson’s earlier letter in which he warned him of serious backlash from the 
educated Hindu class regarding the legislation and advised him ‘that the only safe course is to 
abstain absolutely from all interference in matters of religion’ (Ibid.: 550-1). 
 
In the end, the resolution on Bodhgayā never materialized and the case was officially shelved, 
although Curzon remained as the Viceroy of India until autumn of 1905 and took keen interest 
in the preservation of Indian historic sites, pushing through the landmark Ancient Monuments 
Preservation Act of 1904. His interest in resolving the Temple dispute appeared to have dried up 
completely by the late autumn of 1903 bowing to the pressure of turning public momentum 
against the legislation. Several Bengal based newspapers and a large section of influential 
educated middle class decided to rally to the defense of the mahant and the Hindu faith that led 
to Curzon’s decision. Certainly, no British administrator after 1903 ever attempted to reopen the 
Temple question, even though, Lord Minto, Curzon’s immediate successor went on an 
obligatory visit to Bodhgayā in February 1906 during his initial familiarization tour of eastern 
India, and, like Curzon, found the sight of the great statute of Buddha, ‘adorned with caste 
marks after the fashion of the Hindu gods,’ very disturbing (Ibid.: 551). This whole episode of 
Lord Curzon’s unsuccessful intervention to return the Temple to Buddhist ownership could be 
seen as a victory of native people’s pressure, mainly the native press. It also brought back the Raj 
to its long-standing policy of neutrality in religious affairs. Most importantly, it cemented the 
mahant’s position as the legitimate owner of the Temple and its grounds.   
 
Dharmapāla was greatly disheartened to see the Imperial Government of India failing to deliver 
the case of the Mahābodhi Temple in the Buddhist’s favour. His frustration intensified on the 3rd 
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December 1909, when the District Magistrate of Patna issued a formal order, at the behest of the 
mahant, prohibiting Buddhist worship at the Temple during an official visit by the new 
Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal, Sir Edward Baker. Furthermore, the Bengal government also 
refused to accept the Mahābodhi Society’s petition that it did not fully conform to the ‘memorial 
rules’ of submitting the petition at least fifteen days before they are presented. The Calcutta 
Gentleman wrote on the day of the Sir Baker’s visit, ‘Instead of protecting the weak from 
becoming a prey to the brutal tendencies of illiterate savages, the mighty arm of the British 
surrenders its powers to the stronger party, letting the weak go to the wall! It is the old way ‘Lick 
him Bill, he is [sic] got no friend.’’55  
 
Although Buddhist pilgrims were ordered to abstain from entering the Temple during the 
Lieutenant-Governor’s visit as “there is likely to be a breach of the peace,”56 yet some thirty 
pilgrims defied the order and entered the Temple sanctum to perform religious rites just a few 
hours before the official visit of Sir Edward Baker. However, seeing this, the mahant’s men 
forcibly ejected them out of the sanctuary with the offerings. Surprisingly, having seen the 
Temple, the new Lieutenant-Governor visited to the Burmese rest-house to inspect the 
enshrined Japanese image of the Buddha, which means he was aware of the strained relationship 
between the Hindus and Buddhists. However, he was not as quite knowledgeable about the 
Buddhist culture as his predecessors, as while he was in the room, “He was immobile, not a sign 
of sympathy was visible in his gracious countenance and he was inspecting the image with his hat 
on! The Collector too had his head gear on.”57 This was indeed a bad sign for Dharmapāla and 
his fellow Buddhist pilgrims who were resting their hopes on the august Imperial Government 








                                                             
55 Anon. (1925 b: 16)  
 
56 Ibid. (17) 
 
57 Ibid. (21) 
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“TO ALL TO WHOM THESE PRESENTS SHALL COME: 
 
Greeting – the holy site at Buddha Gayā is the central Shrine of 475 million of Buddhists. 
For 2498 years it has received their homage. Since 1896 the Saivite mahant of Bodha [sic] Gayā 
Math has appointed low Hindu menials to desecrate the great image which is inside the sanctuary. 
 
The resident Buddhist monk at the Burmese rest-house appeals to all Buddhist pilgrims and to all 
friends of the gentle faith of the Buddha to take legitimate measures for the prevention of the 




For a time indeed it looked as if the Mahābodhi Society might even lose its one substantial 
foothold within the temple complex, namely the Burmese rest-house for Buddhist pilgrims, 
which was one of the benefits derived by the sympathetic British Government under Lord 
Curzon and it did lose it in 1910. In June 1906, riding on his victory over the Viceroy, Krishna 
Dayal Giri with the help of the Government brought a civil suit in the District Court of Gayā 
which was heard in February 1907, claiming a reversionary right of possession over the rest-
house – and won. The Mahābodhi Society appealed and had to fight an expensive four-year legal 
battle, before the Calcutta High Court, which finally gave judgment in favour of the mahant and 
the Buddhists were formally ejected in February 1910. After getting no favours from the British 
India Government, Dharmapāla reverted to courting public opinion and over the next decade 
tried hard to gather the support of nationalist politicians with some success.     
 
 
4.8 More Japanese Trouble for Dharmapāla 
 
Towards the end of 1901, Kakuzo Okakura, the famous artist, and art critic and philosopher 
together with Mr Hori, a Brahmacharin and head priest of a Buddhist temple from Japan visited 
Belur Math to meet Swami Vivekananda to persuade him to attend the Congress of Religions 
that was being planned in Japan at that time.59 Okakura also had an intention to travel around 
                                                             
58 Anon. (1925 b: 22) 
 
59 Trevithick (2006) and Geary (2009) both put 1903 as the date of Kakuzo Okakura visit to India but I beg to differ. 
Based on my research, Okakura visited India in December 1901 and stayed for around eleven months only to return 
to Japan in the autumn of 1902. During his stay, he not only visited the Buddhist sites in India but the shrines of 
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India, which in his opinion was the Motherland of Japanese culture and art. Swami Vivekananda 
had a chance to visit Japan while on the way to Chicago to attend the World Parliament of 
Religions in 1893. While commenting on Japanese art and patriotism in a press interview, which 
was published in The Hindu on the 6th February 1897, he emphasized that “Japanese Buddhism is 
entirely different from what you see in Ceylon. It is the same as Vedanta. It is positive and 
theistic Buddhism, not the negative atheistic Buddhism of Ceylon”60 61  Soon after their meeting, 
both Okakura and Vivekananda became quite fond of each other, as Swami ji said, “We are two 
brothers who meet again, having come from the ends of earth.”62 Though Swami ji was 
recovering from an illness at that time, yet he agreed to accompany Okakura to Bodhgayā and 
Benares, the sacred places for both Hindus and Buddhists. They both arrived in Bodhgayā on 
the 29th January 1902 (the last birthday of Vivekananda) and were received with great hospitality 
and courtesy by Mahant Hem Narayan Giri of the Bodhgayā Math.  
 
Okakura was a strong believer that the greatness and supreme value of Asia in the past was due 
to its unity and interdependency of nations without the imagined masses with geographical 
boundaries. Okakura stayed in India for almost eleven months and during his stay finished his 
first major work in the form a book The Ideals of the East with the help and collaboration of Sister 
Nivedita (an Irish devotee of Vivekananda) while staying with the Tagore family. The Ideals was 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
other religions as well. On ‘entering any temple’, he goes on, “Okakura went barefoot, wearing a dhoti in Indian 
fashion, — for him all shrines were to be approached with reverence” [Cf. Frost (2011)]. For more on Okakura’s 
visit, also see, Anon. (1923 a) Rescue Buddha Gayā; Hogan and Pandit (eds.) (2003) Rabindranath Tagore: Universality and 
Tradition; Vivekananda (1926) The Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda; Korhonen (2001: 107-28) ‘The Geography of 
Okakura Tenshin’ 
 
60 Vivekananda (1926: 139) 
 
61 Trevithick (2006: 169) argues that Vivekananda’s idea of ‘theistic Buddhism’ was quite likely influenced by his 
conversations with Okakura, which seems to be certainly wrong as he gave the interview [The Hindu, Madras, 6th Feb 
1897, see Basu and Ghosh (eds) (1969) Vivekananda in Indian Newspapers, 1893-1902: Extracts from Twenty-Two 
Newspapers and Periodicals] some four years before he met Okakura personally in India. However, they knew each 
other beforehand as Vivekananda wrote a letter to Okakura, dated Bengal, 18th June, 1901, ‘Allow me to call you a 
friend. We must have been such in some past birth. Your cheque for 300 rupees duly reached and many thanks for 
the same.’ (vide letter dated Howrah District, Bengal, 18th June 1901 from Vivekananda to Okakura as published in 
Vivekananda 1926) 
 
62 Nikhilananda (1953: 180) 
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first published in London in 1903 and begins with his now famous and controversial exclamation 
that “Asia is One.”63 Throughout his book, he went on to describe the Hindu national 
conscience during that time “as the inclusive form of the nation’s life.” He further declared that 
“the great Vedantic revival of Sankaracharya is the assimilation of Buddhism, and its emergence 
in a new dynamic form.”64 Okakura’s arguments were based on situations and limitations he 
faced of his time. His analysis of Japanese and Asian history contributed to link Japanese artistic 
heritage through Buddhism and art to the other Asian regions, mainly China and India. It is 
interesting to note that Okakura’s viewpoint of ‘pan-Asianism’ was similar to Dharmapalā’s early 
Theosophical ‘pan-Aryan’ philosophy highlighting similarities rather than differences between 
Asian religions. Above all, his language was certainly one of promoting friendship and dialogue, 
which was quite different from Dharmapalā’s confrontational campaigns. Okakura was highly 
impressed by the radical nationalism then prevalent in Calcutta, which was quite clear from a 
note in his book [later published in Japanese as The Awakening of the East (1938)]. He soon found 
several friends in Hindu community including Swami Vivekananda, the Hindu mahant of 
Bodhgayā Math and the Tagores. 
 
Okakura did not waste any time and shortly after his arrival in Bodhgayā in February 1902, he 
entered into negotiations with the mahant for the purchase of land to the west of the Temple 
compound directly facing the Bodhi Tree to erect a rest-house for followers of the Mahāyāna 
Buddhism of Japan. The mahant was undoubtedly pleased with the visit of “a distinguished 
representative of Japan”65 and to his idea of Hindu-Buddhist cooperation based on the common 
origins of both religions. Okakura explicitly made clear to the mahant that he had “no connection 
whatsoever with any of the representatives of the Hinayana Buddhists of Ceylon, Siam or other 
places. . . Our School of Buddhism differs essentially in its tenets from those of Ceylon or Siam, 
while on the other hand our worship of the Gods and Goddesses many of whom we have in 
                                                             
63 Reischauer (1980: 415) completely disagrees with Okakura’s viewpoint of ‘Asia is One’ and declared it sententious 
and quite inaccurate. Even Trevithick (2006: 168) and Geary (2009: 45) cited from Reischauer and reiterated his 
views. However, Okakura’s appeal for the unification of the east in terms of their shared cultural and philosophical 
traditions having its roots in Buddhism were rather interpreted differently by Reischauer while emphasizing Japan’s 
separateness and internationalism in terms of physical imagined boundaries between Asian countries. 
 
64 Okakura (1903: 80) 
 
65 Trevithick (2006: 171) 
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common with you makes our relationship to Hinduism a very close one.”66 Dharmapalā was 
severely upset with this secret Hindu-Japanese Alliance and described Okakura as “selfish and 
interested in politics.”67 Though, the mahant was quite open to Okakura’s request of granting a 
piece of land around the Temple complex, his only concern was that the British Government 
might object to his land transfer proposal to “an Asiatic alien.” The Bengal Government after 
intense considerations had two major concerns: “i) that foreign influence in the area might 
exacerbate existing tensions68 and ii) that within the ‘Buddhist Community” itself, dangerous 
rivalries obtained.”69 Bengal denied building permission for the Japanese rest-house citing that 
“Government is not satisfied that there is any necessity for another rest-house at [Bodh] Gayā, 
and moreover is of the opinion that the multiplication of interest there is undesirable.”70 After 
years of legal and public contests, once again, the British Government retracted from being 
actively involved to return the Temple to Buddhists, to maintain the status quo and disengaging 
itself from the Temple affairs.             
 
Dharmapāla, after losing the Great Case in 1906 must have realised that he cannot succeed in his 
objectives solely through his exclusive Buddhist stance, thus, he changed his working techniques 
from direct collision with the Hindu mahant to mutual co-operation with the Hindu political 
organisations, which could directly influence the mahant’s decision. In his appeals, he now 
focussed on the shared ‘pan-Aryan’ history of both Ceylon and India, which subsequently did 
work in his favour and the issue of the control of the Mahābodhi Temple was raised in several 
important political meetings of various Indian public organisations including the All India Hindu 
Mahasabha and the Indian National Congress. From 1906 until his death in 1933, Dharmapāla 
                                                             
66 Anon. (1923 c: 35-6) 
 
67 Ibid. (38) 
 
68 The turn of the century also saw an increase in the tension between Japan and Russia which resulted in the Russo-
Japanese war in 1904-5. Although Britain was not involved directly in the war, it was quite cautious of the growing 
tension in the area and also expanding military power of Japan. Japan finally won the war against Russia in 
September 1905 and in later years its ambitions to gain control of China grew uncontrollable. Hence, British 
Government was right in their apprehension that the Japanese would come to Bodhgayā and make it a centre of 
political conspiracy.  
    
69 Trevithick (2006: 171) 
 
70 Ibid. (172) 
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got more engaged in propagating Buddhism around the world and was successful in opening 
Buddhist Vihāras in London, Sarnath and Calcutta. He also spent much of his later time in his 
native Ceylon encouraging and contributing to Sinhalese Buddhist nationalist movement. He 
died in Sarnath on the 29th April 1933, and earlier in the same year he was ordained as a Buddhist 
monk. After several negotiations with the mahant and many draft bills, it was in early 1949, after 
sixteen years of Dharmapāla’s death and almost forty-five years since Lord Curzon’s 
Government decided to abandon the Mahābodhi case, the independent Congress-led 
Government of Bihar passed a legislation (Bodhgayā Temple Act of 1949, see Appendix 1) that 
transferred the daily management of the Mahābodhi Temple to a nine-member Bodhgayā 
Temple Management Committee comprising of both Buddhist and Hindu members. Although, 
the arrangement of the Committee was not fully acceptable to the Buddhists due to the undue 
majority of Hindus in it, but still the Mahābodhi Society hailed it as their victory. The ceremonial 
transfer ceremony was held on the 28th May 1953 (Vaishaka day) at the Temple during which 










In the previous chapter, narratives constructing the sacred placeness were illustrated. This 
chapter should be seen as a continuation of the theme in chapter 4. However, in this chapter, 
development in the post-colonial India to manage the sacred placeness of the Mahābodhi 
Temple and other religious places in its vicinity will be examined. The various sites examined in 
this chapter are all considered as significant sacred places to varying extent for Hindus and 
Buddhists. Some of these places are known for centuries, but, a few are only established recently 
for various uses such as tourism, religious business, legitimizing authority, etc. In the following 
study, I would highlight the various uses of these sacred places in an attempt to discover the 




5.2 Management of Sacred Mahābodhi in Post-Colonial India 
 
In early 1949, after almost forty-five years since Curzon’s Government decided to abandon the 
case regarding the question of the Temple’s rightful ownership, the independent Congress-led 
Government of Bihar passed a historic legislation that transferred the daily management of the 
Mahābodhi Temple complex to a nine-member Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee 
(BTMC) comprising the district magistrate of Gayā (as ex-officio chairperson and who should 
always be a Hindu. This was changed since July 2013 as it deemed anti-secular, as per the 
Government of Bihar), four Buddhists, and four Hindus (including the incumbent mahant of the 
Bodhgayā Math) (all the eight members should be Indians by nationality). By virtue of the 
Bodhgayā Temple Act (BGT) of 1949 (see Appendix 1), the Government of Bihar acquired the 
power to have the final authority in case of any deadlock within the BTMC (see figure 5.1). This 
Act was by no means the end to the existing sectarian problems as they continued to persist even 
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till date, but what it certainly did was to make clear the intention of the Government of India to 






















* Until July 2013, the position of Chairperson, BTMC was reserved for Hindu only. 
 
 
Figure 5.1: Chart showing the main stakeholders involved in maintenance and ownership of the Mahābodhi Temple since the 




                                                             
1 The Constitution of India, which was passed in 1950 guaranteed right to freedom of religion (Article 25-28) to all 
Indian citizens with certain limitations. However, the passing of an anti-conversion law by a few Indian states raises 
concerns regarding the ‘secular’ nature of the Constitution and the country itself.  
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Article 13 of the Indian Constitution declares that all laws which were in force in the territory of 
India before the commencement of the Constitution (i.e. 26th January 1950) to be void to the 
extent of inconsistency with the provisions of the fundamental rights, and directs the State not to 
make any law which takes away or abridges fundamental rights. Yet, the BGT Act, 1949 is still 
very much in use even till date. The Constitution of India does not define any religion but 
interestingly for specific purposes the law defines Hindus as including Sikhs, Jains, and 
Buddhists. Even most of the Hindu personal laws are also applicable to Sikhs, Jains, and 
Buddhists as per Section 2 of the Hindu Marriage Act, 1956. Section 2 (E) of the Bihar Hindu 
Trust Act, 1950, defines ‘Hindu’ as a person professing any religion of Hindu origin and includes 
Jains and Buddhists, but does not include Sikhs. In another Indian state of Karnataka, according 
to the Section 2 (ii) of the Karnataka Hindu Religious Institutions and Endowment Act, 1997, 
‘Hindu’ does not include Buddhists, Jains, or Sikhs. A Buddhist (and even the Lord Buddha 
himself) becomes a Hindu in Bihar and a non-Hindu in Karnataka as per the Indian legislation. 
However, Hinduising Buddhism and still claiming to be secular is a grave contradiction with 
regard to the Buddhists’ religious identity in India.  
 
The BGT Act could be deemed as discriminatory as it is in sharp contrast with similar laws for 
the Hindu temples, which clearly states the need for only Hindus to be part of their management 
committees, and in, one particular case, it even specifically mentions the caste of such persons. 
For example, as per Shri Sanwaliyaji Temple Act of 1992, only Hindus are eligible to be its 
members. Section 5 and 6 of Shri Jagannath Temple Act, 1955, clearly stated that no person who 
does not profess the Hindu religion shall be eligible for membership of Jagannath Temple 
Management Committee. The BGT Act and the structure of the BTMC will remain undoubtedly 
indestructible for at least quite some time although its mere existence and working has been 
continuously debated at various levels. Nevertheless, the BGT Act, 1949 could broadly be seen 














































Figure 5.2: Existing notified area of Bodhgayā (shown in solid red line & shaded yellow) and the proposed notified area of 
Bodhgayā (shown in dotted red line) as per the Heritage Led Perspective Development Plan for Bodhgayā, Vision 2005-2031.  
[Source: Ministry of Tourism (Govt. of India) 2006] 
 
Presently, the town of Bodhgayā is spread around the Mahābodhi Temple on the east-west and 
north-south axis. The municipal (notified) area of the town is spread over an area of 17.0 square 
kilometres and has a population of nearly thirty-six thousand people (as per the census of 2005). 
The town consists of Bodhgayā and Mastipur villages, with the development centred along the 






Temple to the Gayā-Dobhi road. The notified area of the town of Bodhgayā has an irregular 
shape with area stretching along the two linear corridors (see figure 5.2). The river Nirañjanā 
forms the physical boundary of the town on the eastern side. On the southern side, the town 
limits stretch up to the Magadha University and the Rampur village but it does not include 
Mocharim village. On the northern side, it stretches up to Surajpura and Amwan villages. On the 
western side, the town includes area just slightly beyond the Gayā-Dobhi road.  
 
Bodhgayā had a steady low growth rate till 1971, when a spurt in investment brought a 
corresponding increase in population. The town has seen high growth rates especially in the last 
three decades with the population doubling in the last two decades. This can primarily be 
attributed to immigration that is a result of overall development as well as rise in employment 
opportunities during the last couple of decades. Tourism and pilgrimage led development have 
resulted in this growth. Another important development has been an increase in the area under 
the town from about 11.0 square kilometres in 1961 to about 19.6 square kilometres of census 
area in 1991. As more outlying settlements have been brought into the town limits, the 
population has shown a corresponding increase. Bodhgayā’s population has increased from 5,628 
people in 1961 to 36,000 people in 2005. This figure is expected to reach 48,000 people in 2012. 
In addition to this, there is a very high component of floating population in Bodhgayā, an 
estimate of approximate 30%. If added, then this will make the total population of the town to 
surpass the 60,000 mark. Socially, Bodhgayā represents a confluence of several religions and their 
influences. Around 80% of the total population are Hindus, 8% are Buddhists, 6% are Muslims, 
and the rest follow no religion or religion not known (as per a primary survey by the Housing 
and Urban Development Corporation). 
 
The literacy rate is quite low in Bodhgayā with only 62% of the population over six years of age 
is literate (it is less than the average rate of Bihar which is 72%). Economically, the primary 
sector, i.e. agriculture and related activities, such as fishing, mining, etc. is the dominant 
employment provider in Bodhgayā. Around 35% of working people are engaged as agricultural 
labourers, probably with low and seasonal incomes. However, this trend has been changing 
because of Bodhgayā’s transition from open rural neighbourhoods to a congested and unplanned 
tourist-oriented urban centre. In the last decade, tourist arrivals in Bodhgayā have shown an 
upward trend. According to estimates, in 2001, about 210,000 tourists visited Bodhgayā, out of 




Figure 5.3: The two faces of Bodhgayā – one for the local Hindus (figure A & C) and the other for the foreign Buddhists pilgrims 
(figure B & D). (Source: By Author 2010-11) 
Figure A: Local bazaar at the entrance of the main Mahābodhi Temple. 










Figure C: Buddhist prayer session led by His Holiness 17th Karmapa under the Bodhi Tree. 
Figure D: Visit to the Mahābodhi Temple by the Royal Family of Thailand. 
 
that tourists bring with them, most of the development has been concentrated along the 
Mahābodhi Temple and the intersection of the central spine and the riverside road. A vegetable 
market is also located in the same area, which causes further congestion. The area all around the 
Temple has been subject to organic, unplanned development. Efforts to decongest the area 
around the Temple by preparing several master plans in the past have not yielded any concrete 
results. With all this development around it, the Temple has become isolated, stranded from its 
sacred landscape by dominant new buildings and successive accumulation of urban clutter. 
During my fieldwork, it was found that the physical and spiritual changes which took place in 
Bodhgayā mainly in the last two decades have given birth to two Bodhgayās, one for the 
Buddhists pilgrims and tourists, and the other for the locals, each viewing the other with 
suspicion and reserve (see figure 5.3). It is not just important but necessary to bridge this gap 





“      , म   , म   ,     ,     ,      ,                    म         ||” “Ayodhya, Mathura, Maya 
(Haridwar), Kashi (Varanasi), Kanchipuram, Avantika (Ujjain), Puri are the seven cities for the 
source of (moksha) salvation.” This couplet from the Garud Purāna was composed around the 
eight century CE but interestingly it does not have any mention of Gayā as one of the seven 
sacred cities. Hence, it may be deduced that Gayā acquired its pan-Indian pilgrimage status only 
after the eight century, possibly in the tenth century when most of its present temples were built. 
An inscription found near the aksaya-vata states its importance as one of the vedis visited by 
pilgrims. Few other inscriptions are also found that support that Gayā was an important 
pilgrimage centre in the tenth century (O’Malley 1906: 61). According to Bloch (1908: 141), the 
worship of the Bodhi Tree can be traced back to ancient times even long before the foundation 
of Buddhism. In his view, Buddhists selected the Bodhi Tree as the actual site of great 
enlightenment merely on account of its previous sanctity as described in the Vedas and Sutras. 
These Hindu canonical texts were handed down from generation to generation by oral repetition 
and memory retention. On the other hand, Bloch did not question the Buddhist tradition as to 
the main facts of the Buddha’s enlightenment occurring at Uruvelā, which were already well 
documented in Buddhists canonical texts and also in the detailed accounts of the Chinese 
pilgrim-traveller, Fa Xian and Xuan Zang, who visited Bodhgayā in the fifth and seventh century 
CE respectively.  
 
Several long and low outlying ranges mark the boundary of the sacred Gayā-ksetra that stretches 
from Rāmśhīla (372 feet) in the north to the Bodhi Tree at the Mahābodhi Temple complex in 
Bodhgayā in the south. Within this fifteen mile long region are fifty-five religious sites, or vedis 
(see figure 5.4), associated with the practice of Hindu ancestral rites, or śrāddha. It is said that 
there used to be three-hundred sixty vedis, which have been reduced to the present fifty-five. A 
majority of the vedis have either fallen victim to encroachment or are covered under heaps of 
garbage and facing extinction. Most of the present fifty-five vedis are concentrated in or around 
Gayā, mainly surrounding the Vishnupada Temple. However, four of the vedis are in the vicinity 
of Bodhgayā – Saraswatī Tīrth; Mātangavāpī; Dharmāranya, and the Bodhi Tree. Thus, Hindus 
pilgrims travel to Bodhgayā during auspicious season, an eighteen-day period known as pitrpaksa 







Figure 5.4: Sketch plan of fifty-five religious sites, or vedis, associated with the practice of Hindu ancestral rites, or śrāddha. 
(Source: Pandit Rameshwar Upadhyay 2010) 
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In Rg Veda (Wilson 1857: 253), the name of Gayā appears only as that of one of the seers 
[Fourth Ashtaka; First Adhyaya; Mandala V; Anuvaka I, Sukta IX]. In the Mahābhārata, he is not 
an asura, but a pious king (III. xev. and VII. lxii. ff.), who among other acts, performed a sacrifice 
at Gayā (ix. 2205). Gayā is also mentioned as a holy spot remarkable for its sacred fig-tree 
(aksaya-vata), a pilgrimage to which secures a large family of sons (iii. 8075, 8305, xiii. 4253); but 
there is nothing about any benefit secured to ancestors. In the Rāmāyana (2.107.11-4), however, 
Gayā is said to have chanted a hymn at Gayā, to the effect that a man should have many sons, so 
that one at least may go to Gayā and rescue him from hell. The Agni Purāna [chapter CXIV-
CXVII] presents later an abridged and slightly different version of the Gayā-māhātmya 
(Gangadharan 1970: 332-49). The sanctity of Gayā-ksetra depends upon remarkable yet 
contentious legend in the Gayā-māhātmya section of the Vāyu Purāna (c. 500 CE). The main 
circumstances of the story are as follows: 
 
“There was an asura, or demon, named Gayāsur, who was a devout worshipper of Vishnu. He 
practised austerities till the gods became alarmed at the power he had acquired by his 
accumulated merit. At Vishnu’s suggestion they approached him and offered him any boon he 
might desire. He asked to be made perfectly pure – purer even than the purest gods. The gods 
granted the boon and returned to heaven. The result of his purity was that every mortal who 
touched or even beheld him at once ascended to Brahmā’s heaven. The rest of the universe, 
including hell, became empty, and Indra, Yama (the Regent of hell), and other minor deities all 
found their occupations gone. Headed by Brahmā, they again approached Vishnu. Acting under 
his advice, they asked Gayāsur to allow a sacrifice to be performed upon his body. He consented, 
and lay down, his head where the present Brahmjunī Hill is situated,2 and his feet extended to the 
north. They began the sacrifice, but were surprised to find the demon still moving. Yama then 
brought a sacred rock from his house and placed it upon Gayāsur’s head. This rock is the present 
hill. He still moved. Then all the gods sat upon the stone, but, even so, they failed to keep him 
quiet. Again they appealed to Vishnu, who, after unsuccessfully trying the expedient of sending 
an emanation from himself, came in his own person. He first rendered the demon motionless by 
striking him with his mace, and then, with all the gods, sat upon the stone. Gayāsur expostulated, 
saying that he would have remained quiet if Vishnu had only asked him, without using the mace. 
The gods, delighted, again told him to ask a boon. Gayāsur replied: ‘As long as the earth and the 
mountains, as long as the moon and the stars shall last, so long may you Brahmā, Vishnu, and 
Siva rest upon this stone. May you, Devas, rest upon it too, and call this place after me the “Gayā-
                                                             
2  According to Mitra (1878: 19), in his book Buddha Gayā, the true Gayā-śirsa, or Gayasur’s head, is not the 
Brahmjunī, but the adjoining hill, on which the old town and the Vishnupada Temple have been built.  
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ksetra”, extending over five krośas, or ten miles, of which one krośa will be covered by my head. 
May therein abide, for the good of mankind, all the sacred pools on the earth, where men, by 
bathing and offering oblations of water and funeral cakes, may attain high merit for themselves, 
and translate their ancestors, blessed with a happy salvation, to the heaven of Brahmā. As long as 
Vishnu shall be adored by the learned, so may this place be renowned as the “Gayā-ksetra”, and 
may resort to it wash away even the sin of killing a Brāhmana.’ Vishnu and the gods granted this 
boon, promising that the offering of funeral cakes (pindas), and the performance of the funeral 
rites (śrāddha) in the Gayā-ksetra, should translate a hundred generations of ancestors and also the 
performer to the desired heaven. Moreover, by their worshipping Vishnu’s feet he would obtain 
supreme salvation in the afterlife.” 
 
 
To ascertain the date of composition of Gayā-māhātmya is not just difficult but impossible.3 Dr 
Buchanan (later Hamilton) characterised it as ‘a monstrous legend’ while Dr Rajendralala Mitra 
described this Vaishnava eulogium as ‘a wild story’ and further argues that the Gayā-māhātmya’s 
legend is actually an allegory of the conquest of Brahmanism over Buddhism (Cf Barua 1934: 2, 
36).4 Both Hamilton and Mitra are of the same view that this legend is evidently of comparatively 
modern origin, composed at the time when the Vaishnavas got hold of the Hindu shrines in the 
old town of Gayā and found it expedient to carry on a vigorous religious propaganda to attract 
large number of pilgrims. Gayā-māhātmya is the only modern literature available to authors 
interested to know about Gayā’s sacred territory. What it did quite remarkably in the past (and 
even now) was to extol the high antiquity, great sanctity, and special importance of the holy tract 
                                                             
3 Vāyu Purāna which is believed to have been written in around 500 CE contains a section named Gayā-māhātmya. 
Nevertheless, according to Mitra (1878), Gayā-māhātmya was composed during the third or fourth century CE while 
both O’Malley (1906) and Barua (1934) presume it to be invented during the thirteenth or fourteenth century CE.  
 
4 In the late nineteenth century CE, same legend of Gayasur’s killing by Vishnu was prevalent in Jājpur, Orissa 
(Orissa, once, like Gayā was a renowned centre of Buddhism). Stirling (1882) described Jājpur, a town in the district 
of Cuttack, being held in high esteem by Hindus as it was supposed to rest on the navel of the demon Gayasur. It 
was believed that Gayasur was so huge that his head rested in Gayā, his navel (nábhi) at Jājpur, and his feet at a spot 
near Rajamendri.  A sacred well within the enclosures of one of the Jājpur temples was called the Gaya Nábhi into 
which the Hindu pilgrims offer pindas as expiation for the sins of their ancestors. It was said that Brahmā performed 
a great jajna, or sacrifice here with the help of a great many Brāhmans from Kanauj, hence the name of the town, 
Jājpur. Later, the king of Jājpur also imported numerous “pure” Brāhmans from Kanauj (a stronghold of 
Brahmanism, while rest of the country was mainly Buddhist) with an aim to revive Brahmanical faith and to 
supplant Buddhism by assimilating it with the newly triumphant Brāhmanism (O’Malley 1906: 60-1). However, 
(Barua 1934: 39) rejects both Mitra’s and O’Malley’s theory of sectarian prejudice against Buddhism and assimilation 
of the same to Brāhmanical Hinduism.        
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of Gayā, and also to emphasize its authenticity and value as a pilgrim’s guide-book. Ritual 
practices prescribed in Gayā-māhātmya whether they are innovation or continuation, provide a 
medium for the maintenance of religious traditions. It is not my intention to comment on the 
authenticity of this ‘sacred’ text but what I saw in Bodhgayā during my fieldwork suggests that 
the ordinary pious Hindu indisputably believes in the literal truth of the legend and its date of 
origin, whether or not they understood precisely the ideology behind it when it is believed to 
have been written. My attempt to question Gayā-māhātmya’s authority on the basis of the past 
scholarly works was not taken in good spirit by the Hindu priests as well as Gayā-śrāddha pilgrims 
as they considered my arguments as a threat to their sacred values. They tried hard to find ways 
to defend what they hold sacred and, briefly, I was even considered as an anti-Hindu. 
 
There are no definite statistics to verify the number of the Hindu pilgrims travelling to 
Bodhgayā’s vedis. However, one would believe that their numbers are growing because of 
improved transportation, accommodation, and other related facilities. An approximate 5,00,000 
– 6,00,000 people visited the Mahābodhi in 1992 (Doyle 1997: 255), whereas, as per the Site 
Management Plan the number decreased to about 2,00,000 in 2001 (Anon. 2005: 66). Furthermore, 
it is rather difficult to know how many of those people who visited the Mahābodhi had actually 
visited it for performing the practice of Hindu ancestral rites. The flow of traffic to the Temple is 
not round-the-year, but seasonal and coincides with religious functions and congregations. Due 
to lesser time in hand these days, most pilgrims visiting Gayā-ksetra cut down their ‘to visit’ list of 
vedis and pay a visit to the absolute necessary sites to offer pindas to the spirits of the dead – the 
river Phalgu, the Vishnupada temple, the undying fig-tree (aksaya-vata), and the mountain shrines 
of Rāmshilā and Pretshilā (these shrines are devoted to Yama and to evil spirits – interestingly, 
here we see Brāhmanism covering with its mantle not Buddhism, but the aboriginal demon-
worship). Those with time do visit Bodhgayā, but most of them also only perform the rites 
within the Mahābodhi grounds on a platform overlooking the Muchalinda Lake.5 As the priests 
in-charge, gayāwals, emphasize, it is possible to perform all ancestral rites associated with 
Saraswatī Tīrth; Mātangavāpī; and Dharmāranya – all of which are situated several miles from the 
Temple – from the Mahābodhi Temple compound itself without the inconvenience to the 
                                                             
5 The observance of the Hindu ancestral rites, pinda-dana, has been stopped under the Bōdhi Tree. As per the Site 
Management Plan (Anon. 2005: 21), prepared by the Ministry of Culture of the Government of India as part of the 
UNESCO’s World Heritage Site documentation process states that ‘the ritual of pinda-dana has been stopped inside 
the Temple precincts’ (emphasis added). This is certainly wrong information provided by the authorities as during 
my fieldwork, I witnessed several Hindu pilgrims performing pinda-dana in the Mahābodhi Temple complex. 
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pilgrims to travel across the river and climbing hills. After (hurriedly) completing the ancestral 
rites, the Hindu pilgrims are then asked by gayāwals to visit other sacred sites in the Temple 
complex such as the Pancha Pandava temple, Śivalinga inside the main temple sanctuary, and the 
Bodhi Tree under which the bhagwaan Buddha (considered by some Hindus to be the ninth 
incarnation of Vishnu) attained enlightenment. Some Hindu pilgrims even buy souvenirs to 
remind them of their religious pilgrimage before embarking on their return journey.   
 
Although Saraswatī Tīrth; Mātangavāpī; and Dharmāranya vedis are not visited by large numbers 
of Hindu pilgrims for śrāddha ceremony these days, sites are highly revered by the local Hindus 
who visit these sites for daily worship and also during big festivals when these sites become the 
centre of all religious activities. Bodhgayā has always been a shared (though its contestation 
started with the arrival of Dharmapala in 1891) sacred site and the several religious sites, which 
are dotted around its sacred geography have been lost, some re-discovered and later assigned an 
identity to be integrated into the current world of belief over the past century. Saraswatī Tīrth, 
Mātangavāpī, Dharmāranya, the cave in Dungeśhwarī Hill, and Brahmāyoni Hill are a few such 
sites that have been inscribed with Buddhist narratives since the handing over of the Temple by 
the Hindu mahant to the joint Hindu-Buddhist Temple Committee in 1953. However, not all 
Buddhists agreed on various interpretations assigned to these sites. Though, there is a general 
acceptance on the basis of their proximity to the sacred Bodhi Tree and Nirañjanā River as 
mentioned in Buddhist religious texts and also ratification by authoritative Buddhist figures and 
scholars to develop them as Buddhist ‘sacred’ sites. This rebirth of the ‘lost’ sites, would not 
have been possible without the support of local Hindu residents who regard this construction as 
a potentially lucrative business.  
    
Well, I certainly wanted to put this bowl-throwing statue nearer to the Nirañjanā, but no one who 
owned land there was willing. But Pathakji was, having seen how lucrative the Sujātā shrine had 
become, now that it is drawing more and more Buddhists. So, you see, this place was available, 
due to Pathak’s willingness . . . . So I decided it didn’t really matter where you put this shrine, as 
long as it was nearer a river bank within easy reach! (Ven. U Ñyaneinda Maha Thero, Chief 






The various sacred sites surrounding Bodhgayā are laden with pluralistic meanings and their clear 
understanding and veneration by various religious denominations was rather a difficult task 
during my short period of fieldwork.  However, in the chart below (see figure 5.5 & 5.6), I have 
tried to list sites visited by both Hindu and Buddhist pilgrims to highlight polyvalent sacred 
nature of Bodhgayā. 
 
Hindus 
(pilgrims & locals) 
Buddhists 




























Dorje Naljorma  
× 
Brahmjuni Buddha’s Fire Sermon  
(Adittapariyaya Sutta) 







Uruvelā Tapas Site 
× 
Kāśyapa’s snake pit 
× 
Kāśyapa’s throws hair 
× 
Lo Tu Kawa/ Sūjātā 
Chenrezig Temple 
Kāśyapa’s snake pit 
× 
Kāśyapa’s throws hair 
Tapas/ Sūjātā 























Figure 5.6: Satellite image 
of Bodhgayā showing the 
sacred Mahābodhi 
Temple complex and its 
wider settings. 
(Source: Adapted by 













Figure 5.7: The dried up sacred Nirañjanā 
River. The dominating shikhara of the 
Mahābodhi Temple could be seen in the 
background. (Source: By Author 2011) 
 
Bodhgayā is situated on the western banks of the Nirañjanā River. The literal meaning of 
Nirañjanā in Sanskrit is “fearless”. Nirañjanā is a combination of ‘nir’ which means ‘without’ and 
‘añjanā’ means ‘fear’, also in Sanskrit ‘añjanā’ means ‘maya’ as the causal force for all feelings of 
‘self’ and belongings. Hence, it was very appropriate for Siddhartha Gautama to take bath in this 
river before he consumed the rice and milk pudding offered to him by Sūjātā and continued his 
journey to the Bodhi Tree where he attained the enlightenment and became the Buddha. The 
Nirañjanā has been described as a river graced occasionally by the bathing beauties of Nāgas 
both in the Lalitavistara and Mahavastu.  
 
Nirañjanā is presently a wide shallow, sandy bed for greater part of the year (see figure 5.7), but 
overflows with water during the monsoon (i.e. July–September). Sadly, this sacred river is facing 
the problem of illegal sand extraction, which is causing erosion of its banks, and other 
environmental problems, just few hundred yards away from the main Temple, and like if this was 
not enough, also the waste from Bodhgayā often lands on its banks. A recent proposal by the 
State Government to make green belt along Nirañjanā has been scrapped again because of non-
feasibility. From its present condition, it is clear that this sacred river is in the dire state of 
negligence and vulnerability. But this was certainly not the case during the Buddha’s time, as per 
the Buddhist ancient texts, Nirañjanā was then mud-less and full of cool and crystal clear water 
when the Buddha-to-be crossed it on the full moon day of Vaisakha (April – May) during peak 




Around two miles downstream, the Nirañjanā meets the Mohanā (another similar flash-flood 
river) and at their sangam or confluence, it is believed by Hindus that a subterranean stream, the 
Saraswatī, joins these two rivers and this place is known as Saraswatī Tīrth. The united stream, 
now called Phalgu, flows on north, past the town of Gayā, and then finally flows into the 
Punpun, a minor tributary of the Ganges. The Phalgu like the confluent streams, the Nirañjanā 
and the Mohanā, is subject to high floods during the monsoons. However, in other seasons of 
the year it dwindles to an insignificant stream wandering through a wide expanse of sand, again 
similar to the Nirañjanā and the Mohanā.6 It is important to note here that the size is not the 
criterion to measure the sacredness, although the Nirañjanā and the Phalgu are not as significant 
as Ganges, Yamuna, Narmada, etc. but they are still natural sites of religious connotations. The 
Nirañjanā is associated with the Buddha’s life and his struggle to attain Sambodhi; while the 
Gayā-māhātmya described the Phalgu and Saraswatī tīrtha as important tīrthas, 7  or spiritual 
“crossing places” for the practice of śrāddha ceremony. 
 
For most Hindus, the importance of the Nirañjanā lies in the purificatory effect of bathing in its 
holy waters. However, throughout the Buddhist texts, the Brāhmanical belief in purification by 
waters (udaka-suddhi) has been highly criticised as a futile ceremony and rather much stress has 
been given to developing mindfulness and morality in order to prosper and attain the final goal 
of one’s life, nirvāna. Buddhist nun Punnā reprehends:8 
  
“Ko nu te idam abbāsi ajānantassa ajānako| 
udakâbhisechanā nāma pāpakasmā pamuchchati|| 
Saggam nuna gamissanti sabbe mandūka-kachchhapā| 
nāgā cha siimsumārā cha yech’aññe udakecharā|| 
Orabbhikā sūkarikā machchhikā migavadhikā| 
chorā cha vajjhaghātakā cha ye ch’aiine pāpakammino|| 
Udakâbhisechanā te’pi pāpakammā pamuchchare|| 
Sache imā nadiyo te pāpam pubbekatam vaheyyum| 
puññam p’imā vaheyyun te tena tvam paribāhiro||” 
                                                             
6 In the Gayā-māhātmya’s, the Phalgu river has been often referred as “inner” (antar) or “underground” river, since 
much of its receding water actually flows beneath the river’s bed. 
 
7 A tīrtha literally means “a ford, a shallow part of a body of water that may be easily crossed.” A religious pilgrimage 
to a tīrtha could provide the inspiration to enable one to cross over from worldly engagement to the side of nirvāna. 
 
8 Rhys Davids and Norman (1971) 
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“Who has told you, ignorant one! that mere ablution in water guarantees extenuation from sin 
born of evil deeds? For then verily, the frogs, tortoises, serpents, crocodiles and other aquatic 
animals would all be assured the kingdom of heaven. Butchers of sheep and killers of swine, 
catchers of fish and hunters of game, would enjoy, along with thieves and murderers, immunity 
from the effects of their evil deeds by the very sprinkling of water. Well, if such splashing would 
wash away sin, it will equally sweep away the merit for which you hie here, O Brāhman, to bathe, 
overcome as you are with the dread of sin.” 
 
However, most of the Buddhist pilgrims who travel to Bodhgayā do make it a point to visit sites 
in the vicinity of the Mahābodhi including the Nirañjanā River, which are associated with 
Buddha’s life. Thus walking in the footsteps of the Lord, Buddhist pilgrims follow the teachings 
of Mahāparinibbana Sutta that encouraged all devotees to make pilgrimages to ensure that they 
would be reborn in a heavenly world. In doing so, they take the darśana (sight) of the places 
sanctified by his associations and remember (smarana) the Lord and his teachings, thus gaining 
merit. This whole act of realization is difficult to define since it is an event in consciousness by 
which spirituality is introduced among pilgrims. It is interesting to note that the darśana and 
smarana are also quite fundamental aspects of Hindu religious beliefs. The Rg veda, a Brāhmanical 
text composed in c. 1200 BCE, refers to the spiritual benefits that could be acquired by 
undertaking a pilgrimage to holy sites and by performing certain rites and rituals. This is one 
aspect where Buddhists differ from Hindus. For Buddhists purity in words, thought, and action 
is crucial in the path of salvation instead of offering pindas at sacred vedis or bathing in holy rivers. 
 
On a certain occasion the Buddha after watching a large concourse of ascetics emerging from 
and plunging into the water near Gayā and performing sacrifices with fire to obtain purification, 
He uttered the following solemn words as mentioned in The Udâna:9 
 
“Na udakena suchi hoti bahvettha nhāyati jano| 
yamhi sachchañ cha dhammo cha, so suchi, so cha Brāhmano||” 
 
“Purification cometh not by water though the people bathe ever so long, 
In whom truth and religion abide that man is pure, he is a Brāhmana.” 
 
 
                                                             
9 Strong (1902: 9) 
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During my stay in Bodhgayā, I did not see any Buddhist ritual specific to the Nirañjanā River but 
what I certainly did witness was the śrāddha ceremony being performed by some Hindu pilgrims 
at the banks of the Nirañjanā and the grand celebration of Chhath puja during October – 
November (see figure 5.8), which is generally attended by thousands of Hindus both locals and 
people from nearby towns (and sometimes even foreigners join in with them). Chhath is a four-
day festival that honours the sun god. The people celebrating this festival pray at sunrise and 
sunset and providing offerings to the sun god in order to seek blessings for their families. In 
almost all ceremonies conducted at 
the Nirañjanā, people have to dig up 
the river sand to get some water from 







Figure 5.8: Thousands of local Hindu devotees walking past the Mahābodhi Temple to perform rituals during Chhath festival at 
the sacred Nirañjanā River. (Source: By Author 2011) 
 
 
5.3.2 Mātangavāpī temple/ Sūjātā’s Milkrice shrines 
     
Hidden among the green fields and old trees of Bakraur village, on a narrow peninsula of land 
lying between the Nirañjanā and the Mohanā lies the Mātangavāpī temple complex (see figure 
5.9), which comprise a cluster of five temples, the famous pond (vāpī) of Mātanga rishi that is 
used as a vedi to perform śrāddha ceremony by Hindus, and two recently constructed Buddhist 
shrines – Sūjātā’s Milkrice shrine and Bowl-Throwing shrine. These recently built shrines are 
within an earlier existing Śaivite temple, Mātangavāpī. Similar to several other religious sites 
around Bodhgayā, Mātangavāpī is owned and overseen by a local Hindu priest who is also 
closely tied to the Bodhgayā Math. Mātangavāpī in present times is a shared sacred site between 
Hindus and Buddhists but it is important to note that it only acquired a new tradition quite 
recently at the hands of Buddhists after the construction of Sūjātā’s Milkrice shrine and Bowl-
Throwing shrine, although it had been mentioned in the Jātakas. In addition to being a newly 
famed Buddhist pilgrimage site, Mātangavāpī always enjoyed the status as a Hindu vedi as 
mentioned in the Gayā-māhātmya. 
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Vāyu Purāna (verses 31-2) highlights the importance of performing śrāddha ceremony at the holy 
tank, Mātangavāpī and paying obeisance to Matangeśwar linga. It says: 
 
“O Nārada, he who performs ablutions, tarpana and śrāddha in the Mātangavāpī obtains 
Brahmaloka by going to Dharmāranya (v. 30). After going to Mātangavāpī the pilgrim should 
bow down to Matangeśa and repeat this Mantra: “May the deities be the authority and may the 
guardians of the quarters be the witnesses (to the fact that) I had come to this Mātangavāpī and 








Figure 5.9: Entrance to the Hindu sacred site of 
Mātangavāpī vedi. However, recent additions of two 
Sūjātā’s Milkrice Temples under/near the Ajapala 
(Banyan) Tree in the same complex are revered by the 
Buddhists as well, hence, transforming it as a polyvalent 
sacred site. (Source: By Author 2011) 
 
In an interview to Doyle (1997: 270-2), the then priest in-charge, Baleshwar Pathak, of 
Mātangavāpī tells the story that how some 5,000 years ago, Mātanga Rishi who was born as an 
untouchable (candāla) and raised as a Brāhmin performed severe tapasyā at Mātangavāpī for 
hundreds of years in order to become a “real” Brāhmin. The god Indra bestowed many siddhis 
(powers) to him and recognised him as a Brāhmin after intervention of several demi-gods. 
Mātanga Rishi performed several miraculous acts with his siddhis and one of them was to make 
all of the great tīrths present at vāpī at the same time. As this news reached Vishnu who was 
residing at that time at Vishnupāda in Gayā, he declared tarpan at Mātangavāpī as an integral part 
of Gayā-ksetra pilgrimage. Even Yudhisthir (Pandava prince in Mahābhārata) visited this site to 
perform śrāddha of his father.  
 
On the other hand, Mātanga Jātaka No. 497 (Cowell 2003: 235) describes the birth of the 
bodhisattva in a candāla family and was known as Mātanga. In this tale he has been portrayed as 
the world’s first crusader against untouchability who declared that a person of any caste could 
become a Brāhmin by way of his righteous karma. He performed several miracles and tried hard 
to completely abolish the evil social practice of untouchability. In order to do so, he often 
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challenged Brāhmins of their knowledge and siddhis, winning the argument every time. This made 
him quite unpopular among Brāhmins and was later assassinated by the king’s men as part of a 
conspiracy by a Brāhmin. 
 
In another Buddhist legend, Mātiposaka Jātaka No. 455 (Ibid.: 58), bodhisattva was a wise 
elephant named Mātanga whose sacred haunt was none other than Mātangavāpī. It is interesting 
to observe that the similarity between the legends is very striking and how the hermitage of 
Mātanga rishi of the Hindus acquired a new Buddhist stamp. This expansion of Buddhist 
predominance and participation in the surrounding areas of the Mahābodhi Temple can still be 
seen at the Mātangavāpī temple complex with the building of two Buddhist shrines around the 
temple complex in recent years with a view to attracting Buddhist pilgrims.       
 
The two Sūjātā’s Milkrice shrines under/near the Ajapala Nigrodha tree situated behind the back 
wall of Mātangavāpī temple complex are recent additions to the wide and complex Buddhist 
landscape around the Mahābodhi Temple complex. According to Malalasekera (2003) the 
Ajapala Nigrodha tree is the same tree where Sūjātā offered the meal of milk-rice to the 
bodhisattva and also later in the fifth-week after He attained enlightenment and became the 
Buddha. The Buddha spent a week cross-legged under this tree. And here only He met the 
Huhunkajātika Brahmin who asked him questions regarding who is the true Brahmin? However, 
the current position of the Ajapala Nigrodha tree as per the signage erected in 1990s by the 
BTMC is near to the main entrance of the Mahābodhi Temple. This conflicting situation 
regarding the authenticity of the Ajapala Nigrodha tree reinforces my earlier argument of 
constructing sacred placeness and I would now return to the reason(s) behind it. The first 
Sūjātā’s Milkrice shrine (see figure 5.10) which sits under the Ajapala Nigrodha tree in the 
Mātangavāpī temple complex was built in 1990 by the then local Hindu priest in-charge, 
Baleshwar Pathak, of Mātangavāpī. The second one is situated slightly further east and was built 
in 1993 by the Chief Priest of Burmese Vihāra in Bodhgayā, Ven. U Ñyaneinda Maha Thero with 
the financial support from a wealthy family from Rangoon in Myanmar. Before going any 
further, I must describe the event which is believed to have happened at this same spot where 
these two shrines stand today. Although there are different versions available as the event 
happened some 2,500 years ago depending upon different authoritative persons or several 
publications readily accessible on sites associated with the Buddha’s life. I decided to describe 
here the version that I was told by the present Hindu priest at the Mahābodhi Temple, Sanjay 
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Mishra.10 The following story which was narrated in Hindi is being translated to English by the 
author: 
 
“This is the exact place where Sūjātā, daughter of the head of village Senāpatigrāma (now known 
as Bakraur) offered rice porridge (khīr) in a golden bowl to the young ascetic, Siddhārtha who 
was sitting under the holy banyan tree. The tree is believed to have been the abode of the 
presiding deity of the locality. Sūjātā had made a prayer to this banyan tree-spirit for a husband of 
equal status and a son. When she had obtained both her wishes, she cooked rice porridge as an 
offering to the tree-sprit. She sent her maid ahead to clean up the area under the spread of the 
banyan tree in preparation for the special offering. On that day, Sūjātā’s maid found a young 
ascetic seated under the tree and after she looked at his bright face shinning full of light, she was 
assured that he was none other than the tree deity himself. Hearing the news of the deity (deva) 
sitting under the tree from her maid, Sūjātā got excited and came to make the offering together 
with her maid. As the young ascetic did not have any bowl or a dish to receive her offering, 
Sūjātā made an offering of both the rice porridge (khīr) and the golden bowl, which the young 
ascetic gladly received. After she made her offering to the deva, Sūjātā walked back to her house 
full of joy and happiness.” 
 
“After the young ascetic finished the khīr, he made a vow that if he were to become the Buddha, 
the golden bowl should go upriver, and placed the golden bowl in the Nirañjanā, and it floated 
upstream for eighty cubits (37 m) before it sank in a whirlpool! The young ascetic rested that 
whole day in the sombre woodland on the bank of the Nirañjanā. In the evening, on the way to 
the Bodhi Tree at Uruvelā (Bodhgayā), a Brahmin grass cutter named Swastika11 offered him 
eight handfuls of kushá grass,12 which he took along and laid them under the Bodhi Tree as a mat 
and sat upon it in deep meditation, soon to be enlightened.” 
                                                             
10 Interview, November 2010 
 
11 Rhys Davids (1880: 95) in his translation calls the grass cutter Sotthiya, whereas the Hindu priest, Misra [and also 
Beal (1875: 196)] calls this man ‘Swastika’: a Hindu symbol of good luck or fortune. Perhaps, Misra was highlighting 
the close relationship between Hinduism and Buddhism, which could be still seen in Mātangavāpī. According to the 
Buddhist tales (Ibid.) it was the Hindu god, Indra who actually disguised as the grass-cutter, Sotthiya. A fine 
Gandharan grey schist frieze depicting a standing Buddha probably from the north-West Pakistan, Kushan period, 
circa third century CE, accepting an offering of kushá grass and surrounded by adorants, Indra and Vajrapani, was 
up for sale in an auction in 2007, http://www.antiquesreporter.com.au/index.cfm/lot/42014-a-fine-gandharan-
grey-schist-frieze-depicting-a-standing-buddha/. Accessed August 2013. 
 
12 Kushá grass has always been a prerequisite in all vedic sacrifices or yagna. It is believed that kushá grass originated 
from hairs of the Lord Vishnu that fell at the legendary churning of the cosmic ocean, and at the same time few 
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Figure 5.10: From 
a small shrine 
under the Ajapala 
Nigrodha tree a 
few years ago 
when it was first 
established, one of 
the two Sūjātā’s 
Milkrice shrines 
have now been developed into a full-fledged temple mostly catering to foreign tourists and Buddhist pilgrims. Note the 
interpretation panels attached aiming to authenticate it as the sacred site. (Source: By Author 2010) 
 
The temple built by Pathak is quite simple as compared to the big and more elaborate Burmese-
style temple built by Ñyaneinda Maha Thero (see figure 5.11). The earlier temple has gone 
through improvements and modifications since it was first built (as seen in figure 5.10), which 
clearly proves that the temple has been receiving a good amount of donations from Buddhists 
pilgrims. But it still lacked the authoritative stamp of senior Buddhist monks and when offered 
to house another bowl-throwing Buddha’s statue by a senior monk who also had a commanding 
position in Bodhgayā, the earlier priest in-charge of 
Mātangavāpī temple complex could not resist this 
lucrative offer and very willingly gave up his land near 
the river to build another temple. On the one hand, it 
provides more donations to the local Hindu priest of 
Sūjātā temples, on the other hand, it certainly provides 
Buddhist pilgrims more sites to visit and immerse in 
the newly embellished religious experience. 
Figure 5.11: An elaborate Burmese-style temple Sūjātā’s Milkrice Temple is a recent addition to the sacred landscape of 
Bodhgayā. (Source: By Author 2010) 
                                                                                                                                                                                             
drops of amrita fell onto kushá grass. The Bhagavad Gita (ch. 6, verse 11-2) stipulates that, covered with a skin and a 
cloth, kushá grass is the appropriate seat for meditation and probably Shakyamuni followed the age old tradition in 
the use of kushá grass as his seat, http://www.bhagavad-gita.org/Gita/verse-06-11.html. Accessed October 2012. 
 
The edges of kushá’s long leaves that grow in pairs along the tall stems are very sharp. Hence, its name 
signifies sharp in the sense of acute, and is also the root for the Sanskrit word for “expert”, kosala.  It proverbially 
symbolizes a keen intellect or intelligence. As part of the fifth step in the preparation for receiving the Kalachakra 
initiation, (and also in some of the highest tantric initiations) the participants receive two pieces of fresh kushá. The 
long and short pieces of grass are of the nature of pristine awareness and on the conventional level represent clear 
dreams. The name Kushinagar, the ancient kingdom of Malla kingdom where the Buddha took mahaparinirvana 




Figure 5.12: Rice bowl temple, another in the Burmese-style architecture, is the most recent addition on the banks of the Mohanā 
River in Bodhgayā. However, according to the Buddhist texts this particular event is believed to have been occurred on the banks 
of the Nirañjanā River. This could be seen as another attempt to invent a sacred site for the sake of Buddhist pilgrims and 
subsequent donations from them. (Source: By Author 2011) 
 
 
In 1993, Ñyaneinda Maha Thero helped financially to build another temple to mark the place 
where Siddhārtha threw Sūjātā’s golden bowl into the river, and where, thereupon, it floated 
upstream signifying the young ascetic will attain enlightenment. This pagoda-like temple is 
situated a few hundred yards east of Mātangavāpī temple complex (see figure 5.12), 
‘conveniently’ situated near the banks of the Mohanā River. It is important to note that 
according to the Buddhist legends it is believed that this event happened at the banks of the 
Nirañjanā and not the Mohanā River. It is like other temples nearby quite a simple open-air 
structure with Burmese style brightly coloured statues of the standing Buddha and the serpent 
Kāla holding a bowl.  
 
Figure 5.13: Kushá grass temple, another addition to the ever 
growing list of invented sacred sites in Bodhgayā for the visiting 
Buddhist pilgrims. (Source: By Author 2011) 
 
Another addition to the Buddhist sacred 
landscape is the kushá grass temple built in 1994 
and this time again with the funding from 
Ñyaneinda Maha Thero of the Burmese Vihāra 
(see figure 5.13). Once again, the land where the 
temple is located belonged to the local Hindu 
Brahmin family, Mishras, who readily agreed to develop the site according to Buddhist legends 
coupled with recognition by credible Buddhist authorities in order to gain monetary profits from 
ever-increasing number of Buddhist pilgrims to such newly established sites. Hence, it could be 
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deduced that factors such as availability of land near the river, its close proximity to the 
Mahābodhi Temple, stamp of approval and authentication from Buddhist authorities in 
Bodhgayā, willingness of local Hindus to participate in “Buddhification” of Hindu sites, and 
convenience for pilgrims all play a major role in controlling sacred sites in and around Bodhgayā.  
 
 
5.3.3 Sūjātā Stūpa 
 
Figure 5.14: Sūjātā Stūpa after restoration in 
2011. Specially made bricks to match original 
were used by the ASI for its painstaking repair 
that lasted for around four decades.  






Sūjātā Stūpa/ Sūjātā kuti/ Sūjātāgarh are all the common names of the brick stūpa that was 
constructed to commemorate the residence of Sūjātā, the village maiden who offered milk rice to 
the Bodhisattva (see figure 5.14). It is situated around one kilometre southwest of Mātangavāpī 
temple complex (follow the footpath through the paddy fields), immediately to the north of 
Bakraur village. The excavations conducted by the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) in 1973-
74 and again in 2001-06 have exposed the double terraced circular stūpa with Ayakas in cardinal 
directions. The present stūpa is eleven metres from the ground level and has a maximum 
diameter of about sixty-five and half metres. Mud mortar of varying thickness was used as the 
binding material during the construction. Small traces of lime plaster used to encase the original 
stūpa when it was built can still be seen attached to bricks at some places. The excavations 
revealed three stages of its construction. First, the diameter of the stūpa was fifty-five metres 
with the circumambulatory (pradaksina) path of two metres and an enclosure wall around them. 
During the second stage, the stūpa got enlarged both in height and diameter and the earlier 
circumambulatory path was covered up only to make five metres wide circumambulatory path 
with thick lime plaster. In the third stage (the present form), an enclosure wall of burnt bricks 
covered with lime plaster, railings and pillars in stone, and a gateway was added. The antiquities 
unearthed during excavations yielded an inscription of eight and ninth century CE reading as 
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‘Devapalarājasya Sūjātā grha’, or the ‘Sūjātā-dwelling of (or built by) King Devapala’, yet, it has not 
been possible to date the different stages of the stūpa with certainty. However, the discovery of 
the inscription puts an end to all speculations and established it as the place where Sūjātā used to 
reside.  
 
Before the systematic excavation in 1970s by the ASI, archaeologists regarded this mound as the 
site where the Buddha lived in a past life as the ‘perfumed elephant’ (gandhahasti), with sweet 
odour and the strength of ten ordinary elephants. This was attributed to two very important 
nineteenth-century British officers residing in India during that time – Dr Francis Buchanan and 
Sir Alexander Cunningham. While on a comprehensive survey of the areas within the jurisdiction 
of the British East India Company, when Buchanan reached Bodhgayā (1811-12), he made the 
following note in his Journal (1922: 224-5): 
  
“From Matunga Bapi I proceeded west to a large heap opposite to Buddh Gya, and near the 
river. I at first took it for a small hill, but was told that it was an old temple of the Buddhs, and I 
found that it was composed of bricks covered with a little earth. The people say they remember it 
as entire as the temple of Mahamuni now is, but that it was round and solid. Mr. Boddam [the 
then Collector of Gayā] removed many bricks for his buildings at Gya, which reduced it to a 
mere heap . . . He also removed a stone pillar which has been erected in Sahibganj. A large image 
like that of Bhairab [a form of Shiva] has also been found, but it has lately been covered with 
earth, so that I could not see it. Round this central temple are several pretty large heaps of brick, 
which have no doubt been accompanying buildings. On the whole this has been a pretty 
considerable temple, although not quite so large as that of Buddh Gya. It is said that when 
Gautoma Muni came here to perform penance, accompanied by a vast many other Munis that 
one of these distinguished persons died and was buried in the temple, which is called Koteni 
[mound] Bakraur. This is the account of the Mahant, who calls Gautoma indiscriminately a Muni 
and a Bagawan . . . Some of the Astik attribute this work to Amara Singha, but they do the same 
with the Palace of Asoka Dharma, Amara Singha being the only Buddhist with whom they are 
acquainted.”      
 
Alexander Cunningham, a British army officer and archaeologist, arrived on the scene in 1861 
and, heavily depending on the writings of the seventh-century CE Chinese pilgrim and scholar, 
Xuan Zang, identified the mound as Gandhahasti stūpa by virtue of its location on the eastern 
banks of the Nirañjanā. However, this speculation was put to rest with the finding of 
archaeological evidences in 1973-4. Interestingly, while the whole archaeological world now 
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believes that the Sūjātā Stūpa (or katani meaning ‘mound’, as it is locally referred to) is the place 
that marks the spot of the home (kuti) of Sūjātā, some villagers whom I met believes it to be the 
site of the Ajapala Nigrodha tree where the Buddha spent his fifth week after attaining 
enlightenment. Their story, however, has no archaeological or historical evidence in support of 
their claim. It is highly unlikely that anyone would challenge the current position of the Ajapala 
Nigrodha tree, which has been fixed by the BTMC after consulting senior Buddhist monks in 
Bodhgayā including U Ñyaneinda Maha Thero of Burmese Vihāra. The BTMC even erected a 
stone signage in 1990s marking the spot of the tree inside the Temple complex (very near to the 
Mahābodhi Temple’s entrance) where the Buddha spent his fifth week after the awakening.    
 
Sūjātā Stūpa is different from other sites in and around the area that are associated with 
Buddha’s life as it comes under the domain of the ASI and has been designated as a national 
monument. Although, it is not a working site in terms of a nice white washed temple with 
brightly coloured images and an attending pujari, but it is still visited by numerous Buddhist 
pilgrims who by their religious acts transform it to a live sacred site, if only for a short period of 
time. During my several visits, I did not see any Hindu pilgrims or local villagers at this place to 
worship but I did notice several local beggars who would quickly gather when any foreign 
Buddhist group/ pilgrims arrive at the site in order to pray and see Sūjātā’s ancient and 
archaeologically proven home.13 The open area around the Stūpa is being used as playground by 
students of neighbouring schools run by various Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) 
funded mainly by the foreign donors.  
 
As the site is under the control of the ASI, a care-taker (a local Hindu) has been appointed by 
them whose task is quite demanding as the Stūpa site covers a considerable area which includes 
several schools, houses and agricultural fields and has been only partially fenced with barbed 
wires. In addition, regular visits by Buddhist pilgrims, often in large groups with a monk leading 
those chanting aloud sacred verses on microphone and loudspeaker. Sometimes, they even climb 
                                                             
13 Mitra (1878: 49) raises doubts about whether Sūjātā was the only maiden to have offered food the Bodhisattva or 
she might had been just a symbol as her name, Sūjātā, appeared to be a generic meaning the ‘well-born’, or the ‘good 
one.’ He further points out that in the Lalitavistara, names of twelve maidens are mentioned who offered food to the 
fasting Bodhisattva during his six years of penances. However, Mitra made no mention of the version of the 
Lalitavistara used by him. On the other hand, several scholars in the past even questioned the authority and the way 
Lalitavistara reconstructs the early history of Buddhism. For more on this, please refer to Thomas (1940: 239-45) The 
Lalitavistara and Sarvastivada.    
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up the Stūpa and carry loose old bricks and plaster as cherished souvenirs. When I asked the 
care-taker why he did not take any severe action against such pilgrims he told me that he once 
tried to stop them from climbing but in return they shouted at him saying “this is a Buddhist 
place and it belongs to Buddhist pilgrims. We travel from far and will do whatever we please. No 
Hindu should dictate us on how we should behave.”14 The way architecture and the acts that 
happen around them are drawn into arguments and complicated tales are invented, they often 
make it difficult to understand the past.  
 
 
5.3.4 Dungeśhwarī-devī Cave/ Prāgbodhi Hill/ Mahākāla Cave 
 
Figure 5.15: Dungeśhwarī-devī Cave/ Mahākāla Cave, 
the multivalent sacred site of the Buddha’s tapas and 
abode of Dungeśhwarī-mata. (Source: By Author 2010) 
 
 
On the other side of Bodhgayā and 
across the Phalgu, lies the Ganja-Bhindas 
Jathian range of hills. This low, long, 
narrow and rocky range of hill marks the 
eastern boundary of the sacred Hindu 
Gayā-ksetra and is also home to a cave15 
that is multivalent and sacred to both the Hindus and Buddhists. The local Hindus consider this 
cave as the abode of Dungeśhwarī-devī (a form of Durgā or Kālī), 16  while the Theravāda 
Buddhists believe it as the cave where Bodhisattva stayed and practiced severe austerities and 
meditation for six years, and hence call it as Prāgbodhi Hill, meaning ‘prior to enlightenment’ 
(see figure 5.15). On the other hand, Vajrayāna Buddhists believe that the Buddha spent the six 
                                                             
14 Interview, November 2010. 
 
15 The aperture of the Cave is little more than 0.6 sq m. The cave is of an irregular oval shape, measuring about 5 m 
from north-east to south-west, and 3.3 m from north-west to south-east. The roof is vaulted and about 2.9 m high 
at the highest point.  
 
16 The goddess Kālī is believed to be the wrathful form of Parvati, consort of the Lord Śiva. 
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years prior to his enlightenment at Dharmāranya and thus, see this cave site as the one where 
Śawarīpa, one of the eighty-four mahāsiddhas, spent twelve years in meditation.  
 
Although the Prāgbodhi is only a few miles from Bodhgayā but in the absence of a bridge over 
the river Mohanā, the road route (approx. thirty-two kilometres) via Gayā (Gayā - Jamuawa - 
Surhari More) entails a journey of one and half hours. After getting down at the south of Jalalpur 
petrol station near Khīriyawān village, pilgrim(s) have to cross the Phalgu, following the way 
through Lārpur village to reach the foothill, from where a long and steep flight of stone steps 
lead up to the cave. Below the cave on the slope of the hill is a large artificially levelled terrace, 
about sixty square metres, with traces of the foundations of stone buildings, probably a monastic 
complex. Presently, a small Tibetan gompa (monastic complex) could be seen near the cave, 
which was built by a Tibetan monk from Bodhgayā Gelupa17 Monastery in 1960s. Tibetan tantric 
Buddhists view this cave as the home of the fierce protector deity, Mahākāla, and as per a legend, 
the land surrounding it was once a cremation ground frequently visited by tantric adepts.  
 
Several other temples, a small stūpa, a ‘mani wall’ with engravings of ‘Om Mani Padme Hum’, and a 
makeshift shop selling snacks and drinks to visitors in recent years expanded the small hidden 
and unknown sacred site into a flourishing religious establishment. Above the cave along the top 
of the hill are the ruins of some seven ancient stūpas of different sizes believed to be erected by 
Emperor Aśoka to mark each spot up and down this hill, which Bodhisattva has passed. 
However, O’Malley (1906: 234) was sceptical about the authenticity of the ruins of ancient stūpas 
when he visited the site in 1906.  
 
The temple of Dungeśhwarī-mata is different from the other nearby Hindu temples as it is 
neither a śrāddha vedi nor associated with the math, nevertheless, it is still visited by a large 
number of people from surrounding villages to pay their homage to the ‘Mother of the Hill’ and 
the imlī (botanical name: Tamarindus Indica Linn) tree outside the cave, which is considered a 
living personification of the goddess herself.18 The annual melā (festival) on the day of Makar 
                                                             
17  The Gelugpa, also known as the Yellow Hat sect, is a dominant school of the Tibetan Buddhism with His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama as its most influential figure.  
 
18 Imlī in Hindu mythology is associated with Usha, the daughter of Lord Shiva and Parvati. It also symbolizes the 
wife of the Lord Brāhma, the creator. According to a Tibetan legend, this same tree is seen as a transformation of 
the protector, “Six-Armed Mahākāla” which is believed to repress evil spirits.  
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Sankrānti (14th January of every year) held in the fields below the cave temple is a big crowd 
puller. It is mainly the local Hindus who join this major harvest festival and pray to the Sun God, 









Figure 5.16: Damaged stone image of eight-armed 
Dungeśhwarī-mata (left) and the stone image of goddess 
Durgā (a form of Dungeśhwarī-mata), which was installed in 
1890. (Source: By Author 2010) 
 
Inside the smoke-blackened chamber is a broken stone image of an eight-armed Dungeśhwarī-
devi, seated in full-lotus posture and holding a sword, a lotus, a rosary, and a staff or trident in 
her four attached existing hands (see figure 5.16). I was surprised to notice that the damaged 
statue of Dungeśwarī-devi was still being used inside the cave temple, though, another statue of a 
Hindu goddess, Durgā, was installed next to it as the main deity. According to the Hindu shastras, 
any damaged statue of a Hindu god(ess) should not be placed in a temple. Interestingly, O’Malley 
(1906: 234) found the ninth or tenth century CE letters of the Buddhist ‘ye dharma hetuprabhava’ 
formula in Kuthila character on this image of the Dungeśwarī-devi. In addition, Doyle (1997: 
301) found on the base of the same image a dharmacakra, a prominent Buddhist symbol but 
during my visit in 2010, I didn’t see any of these symbols on the image. I submit that it is 
interesting because in around ninety-one years the carved letters faded away and instead an image 
of dharmacakra appeared in its place. And in another thirteen years, the Buddhist symbol also 
disappeared from the base. Doyle (Ibid.) ‘suspect’ it to be Pala period image depicting the 
Vajrayāna deity of Chundā and provided examples from Asher (1988: 46-60) and Getty (1988: 
29-30). However, the current lama at the site attributes this stone image as Dorje Naljorma.  
 
The Jātakas (stories of Buddha's former lives) contain several incidents in which divine beings are 
described as travelling through the air.  In Sanskrit, such a being is called a dākinī, a term 
generally translated as ‘space-goer,’ ‘celestial woman,’ or ‘cloud fairy.’ Although the origins of the 
dākinī figure are not known for sure till date but she still continues to be a part of both Indian 
folklore and Hindu tantric practices. As per Hindu legends of the Bhagvata-Purāna and Brahma-
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Purāna, it is believed that the concept of dākinī has been derived from a female figure which is 
known to be the envoy of the Hindu goddess, Kālī (her masculine counterpart being called 
dāka).19 The dākinī, often called ‘vidyādharas’20 in Buddhist art, is known to be the spiritual guide 
of the Buddhist practitioner. One of the other known roles of the dākinī is also as the wisdom 
protector. In Vajrayāna Buddhism or ‘esoteric’ Buddhism, the enlightened dākinī, Dorje 
Naljorma (Sanskrit: Vajrayoginī), is the very source of enlightenment and auspiciousness. Hence, 
it could be argued that it was quite apt for the Buddha to find shelter in the cave where the image 
of Dungeśhwarī-mata was already present. If the local Hindu priest from Lārpur, Shiv Kumar 
Mishra21 is to be believed, ‘The image of Dungeśhwarī-mata was self-evolved from prakriti [not 
man-made] thousands of years ago. It existed here even before Buddha arrived here. And it was 
Dungeśhwarī-mata, which guided and protected the Buddha during his six years of severe 
penances in the cave and later encouraged him to eat food.’ Dorje Naljorma in her another form 
also known as Krodikalī (Sanskrit: Krodhakalī; English: ‘the Wrathful Lady’ or ‘the Fierce Black 
One’). The dākinī as a key tantric figure is also part of other forms of tantric Buddhism such as 
the Japanese Shingon School and further evolving into Dākinī-ten. 
 
I have narrated the life of the damaged stone image inside the cave for two reasons, first, to 
explore the different worlds of belief that this particular religious image (and most Indian 
religious images in general) has come to inhibit over time, conflicts over its identity that have 
surrounded it. Second, to show various mutual religious interactions between the three systems 
that occurred from the sixth until twelfth century CE. The Pala region of Bihar and Bengal 
(present West Bengal in India and Bangladesh respectively) were once (from fourth or fifth 
century CE until twelfth century CE)22 home to some of the most important Buddhist centres. 
Monks and students from all over Asia flocked to these Buddhist monasteries and universities to 
study Buddhism. These travellers brought back Pala period Buddhist portable imagery in the 
form of small sculptures, manuscripts, etc. when they returned home, which influenced art in 
their own countries. Their newly acquired knowledge together with their existing religious 
                                                             
19 Monier-Williams (1899: 430) 
  
20 Huntington and Huntington (1985: 202) 
 
21 Interview, May 2011 
 
22 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhist_texts. Assessed November 2012 
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understanding produced new or additional interpretations for images of the Buddha and other 
deities. In addition, it also created devotion for newly added gods and goddesses, particularly 
those associated with wisdom and enlightenment.23   
 
In the 1890, when the image of Dungeśhwarī-mata was damaged during the communal riots 
between the Hindus and Muslims in Benares and Gayā, another stone image of goddess Durgā 
(a form of Dungeśhwarī-mata) was installed next to the damaged image. As informed by Mishra 
that “as the damaged image loses its potency, the puja of such deity image is prohibited in Hindu 
religion, hence, it was only appropriate to enshrine another image to maintain the sacredness of 
the site.”24 It should be noted that as per the Hindu beliefs a damaged image is generally not kept 
in a temple and should be disposed into a running stream of water but this did not happened in 
this case.  
 
Figure 5.17: Permanently enshrined gilded stone statue of the Buddha inside the 
Cave to claim exclusive legitimacy of the otherwise polyvalent sacred site.  
(Source: By Author 2010) 
 
A gilded stone image of the Buddha is the most recent 
addition inside Dungeśhwarī-mata Cave (see figure 5.17). 
According to Mishra,25 this image of Buddha, whose body is 
shown as a mere skeleton due to severe austerities practiced 
by him for a six year prior to his enlightenment, seated in 
deep meditation, dhyana mudrā, was installed in 1992. 26 
Mishra, however, did not clearly answer ‘why’ the image of 
Buddha was installed, but he did mention about some 
donation paid. Whatever the case may be, with the 
installation of the Buddha’s image inside the cave, it 
                                                             
23 For more on this topic, please see Thakur (1992) India and Japan: A Study in Interaction during 5th cent. – 14th cent. AD; 
Bhattasali (1929) Iconography of Buddhist and Brahamanical Sculptures in the Dacca Museum; Pal (1988) Indian Sculpture: 700 






26 The statue of the Buddha was already there in January 1990 when an American pilgrim, Yutang Lin, first visited 
the cave. Interview, November, 2011. 
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receives a large number of Buddhist pilgrims every day. Since, the cave is quite narrow, most of 
the prayers and chanting are usually done in the open-area in front of the Tibetan monastery at 
the foot of the cave and pilgrims are encouraged to make all donations at this point only. Most 
of the Buddhist pilgrims completely ignore the presence of the images of Dungeśhwarī-mata and 
goddess Durgā inside the cave. When asked by me, whether they know about these Hindu 
goddesses, all the pilgrims from Sri Lanka (Theravādins) visiting the cave temple during my field 
visit, admitted that they have never heard of their names. Some were even of the opinion that 
they (Hindu images) should be placed somewhere outside the cave. Mishra was clearly upset on 
hearing this and told me that “this is nothing new but they (Buddhists) should better remember 
that this place and the surrounding areas have got a Hindu majority and we will not tolerate any 
kind of disrespect for our devi maa.”27 
 
Nobody seems to know when exactly Prāgbodhi Hill was raised to the status of a Buddhist 
pilgrimage site but it certainly remained unrecognised as the Bodhisattva’s tapas site until 1938, as 
the guidebook, Buddhist Shrines in India (Colombo: The Maha-Bodhi Society of Ceylon, 1948) by 
Devapriya Valisinha, the head of the Calcutta Maha-Bodhi Society, does not have a mention of 
this cave site. Valisinha did his research for some ten years before publication of this book (p. x). 
It should be noted that Cunningham first arrived in Bodhgayā in 1861 but the Hill only got a 
mention in his archaeological report of 1871-72, “A natural fissure half-way up the western side 
of this hill was were the Bodhisattva stayed prior to his enlightenment.”28   
 
Cunningham, while on his archaeological re-discovery of Buddhist sites in and around Bodhgayā, 
was immensely depended upon the travel accounts of the Chinese pilgrims and scholars, Fa Xian 
(402 CE) and Xuan Zang (629 CE). Hence, it could be assumed that Cunningham attributed this 
cave with the Bodhisattva’s life prior to his realisation of supreme wisdom. However, it is 
important to note that neither Fa Xian nor Xuan Zang mentioned it as the site of the 
Bodhisattva’s tapas for six years, rather they both referred to it as the site where the Bodhisattva 
went in order to find a peaceful spot for his perfect realisation after he received food from 
                                                             
27 Ibid. 
 
28 Cunningham (1966: 105-7) credited Mr C A Oldham, Director of Agriculture, Bengal, and former Collector of 
Gayā with the re-discovery of this cave and for its detailed description as well. According to O’Malley (1906), 
Cunningham somehow missed this cave and described one of the many natural fissures further to the south in his 
Archaeological Report of 1871-72.  
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Sūjātā. I quote Xuan Zang’s travel account in Magadha during 637 CE (Beal 1884: 114-5), which 
is more detailed than Fa Xian, as below: 
 
“To the east of the place where Gayākāśyapa sacrificed to fire, crossing a great river, we come to 
a mountain called Prāgbodhi (Po-lo-ki-po-ti). Tathāgata, after diligently seeking for six years and 
not yet obtaining supreme wisdom, after this gave up his penance and accepted the rice-milk (of 
Sujatā). As he went to the north-east he saw this mountain that it was secluded and dark, 
whereupon he desired to seek enlightenment thereon. Ascending the north-east slope and 
coming to the top, the earth shook and the mountain quaked, whilst the mountain Dêva in terror 
spoke thus to Bodhisattva: “This mountain is not the fortunate spot for attaining supreme 
wisdom. If here you stop and engage in the ‘Samadhi of diamond,’ the earth will quake and gape 
and the mountain be overthrown upon you.”  
 
“Then Bodhisattva descended, and half-way down the south-west slope he halted. There, backed 
by the crag and facing a torrent, is a great stone chamber. Here he sat down cross-legged. Again 
the earth quaked and the mountain shook. Then a Dêva of the pure abode (Suddhavāsas) cried 
out in space, “This is not the place for a Tathāgata to perfect supreme wisdom. From this south-
west 14 or 15 li, not far from the place of penance, there is a Pippala (Pi-po-lo) tree under which 
is ‘a diamond throne.’ All the past Buddhas seated on this throne have obtained true 
enlightenment, and so will those yet to come. Pray, then, proceed to that spot.”  
 
“Then Bodhisattva, rising up, the dragon dwelling in the cave said, “This cave is pure and 
excellent. Here you may accomplish the holy (aim). Would that of your exceeding love you would 
not leave me.”  
 
“Then Bodhisattva having discovered that this was not the place for accomplishing his aim, to 
appease the dragon, he left him his shadow and departed. The Devas going before, led the way, 
and accompanied him to the Bodhi Tree.” 
 
The selection of a pleasant, calm, and picturesque spot, i.e. the Bodhi Tree in Urevelā (present 
day Bodhgayā) in preference to the Prāgbodhi Hill with its dense and fearful surroundings was 
definitely not a coincidence but a conscious choice by the Bodhisattva to discover a calm and 
serene retreat to suit his temperament and purpose. The dark and fearful places are suitable for 
the people such as the Śaivas and the Ājīvikas who are of turbulent and rebellious nature and 
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possessing a dark mentality.29 The Bodhisattva, on the contrary, was serene and calm, hence, the 
Bodhi Tree was quite appropriate spot for him to continue his quest to attain supreme wisdom. 
However, Buddhist canonical texts, accounts of the Chinese pilgrims, and several books written 
mostly by the British authors until the late 1930s, provided another version of the legend, 
according to which the Buddha did not spend six year prior to his enlightenment inside the 
Prāgbodhi Hill. This merely shows another shift in assignation of meaning in the landscape. 
Nevertheless, the Theravādins believe conversely and flock to the Prāgbodhi in large numbers 
for veneration. It is worth pointing out that some of the religious laymen I met, mainly from 
Europe and other western countries carried copies of the Mahasihanada Sutta and Ariyapariyesana 
Sutta in which the Buddha vividly describes about his six year noble search for the perfect truth 
to Sariputta.           
 
“Sariputta, I recall having lived a holy life possessing four factors. I have practised asceticism –
the extreme of asceticism; I have practised coarseness – the extreme of coarseness; I have 
practised scrupulousness – the extreme of scrupulousness; I have practised seclusion – the 
extreme of seclusion.”30 
 
“In search of what might be skilful, seeking the unexcelled state of sublime peace, I wandered by 
stages in the Magadhan country and came to the military town of Uruvelā. There I saw some 
delightful countryside, with an inspiring forest grove, a clear-flowing river with fine, delightful 
banks, and villages for alms-going on all sides. The thought occurred to me: ‘How delightful is 
this countryside, with its inspiring forest grove, clear-flowing river with fine, delightful banks, and 
villages for alms-going on all sides. This is just right for the exertion of a clansman intent on 
exertion.’ So I sat down right there, thinking, this is just right for exertion.’”
31 
                                                             
29 Bhaya-bherava Sutta is the fourth Sutta in the Majjhima Nikāya. In this Sutta, the Buddha describes to a Brahman the 
qualities required of a monk who wishes to live alone in the forest.  He then relates an account of his own attempts 
to conquer fear when striving for enlightenment. http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.004.than.html. 
Accessed April 2012. 
 
30 Mahasihanada Sutta is the twelfth Sutta in the Majjhima Nikāya. “Mahasihanada Sutta: The Great Discourse on the 
Lion’s Roar,” translated from the Pāli by Nanamoli Thera. http://www.vipassana.com/canon/majjhima/mn12.php. 
Accessed April 2012. 
 
31 Ariyapariyesana Sutta is the twenty-sixth Sutta in the Majjhima Nikāya. “Ariyapariyesana Sutta: The Noble Search,” 
translated from the Pāli by Thanissaro Bhikkhu. http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.026.than.html. 
Accessed April 2012.  
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After several ineffective attempts to attain supreme knowledge, such as gradually reducing his 
daily food intake to a single grain of rice, holding his breath and harassing his body to attain 
victory over his mind, the Bodhisattva understood self-mortifications by no means would help 
him in achieving his main aim. So, he chose to follow the middle path and accepted food and 
nourishment from Sūjātā, which made his five companions in self-mortification leave him 
temporarily in disapproval. It is interesting to note that, while almost all Buddhists would agree 
to the different narratives related to the Buddha’s quest for the great attainment, to reach a 
consensus on the exact location of ancient sites where these events took place always remained a 
point of contestation between different Buddhist sects and also between Buddhists and non-
Buddhists in varying alignments. Furthermore, as illustrated above, this on-going debate has 
never been only about authenticity of the Buddhist holy places, but also about authority and 
construction of boundaries between Buddhist and non-Buddhist sacred places through ritual 
practices. 
 
The Prāgbodhi Hill is known as the Mahākāla32 Cave to tantric Vajrayāna Buddhists as they 
believe it to be the holy site where Śavaripa, the fifth of the eighty-four Indian mahāsiddhas, 
practiced meditation for twelve year and received vision of the six armed Black Mahākāla. The 
Mahākāla’s primary function is as a ‘Protector’ (Dharmapala) and specifically the 
primary ‘Wisdom Protector’ of Himalayan and Tibetan Buddhism. It is noteworthy that the 
description (provided below) of the Mahākāla as provided by Taranatha Jonang (1575–1634), a 
scholar, historian, philosopher and composer of many guides to practice, which are important to 
all Tibetan Buddhist schools, is quite similar to the Hindu deity of the Lord Śiva, who is 
worshipped as Mahākāla in Ujjain (India). The Mahākāla Śiva Temple in Ujjain is counted third 
among the twelve Jyotirlingas, most sacred Hindu sacred places. 
 
“The Lord of Pristine Awareness [Mahākāla] has six hands and a body dark blue in colour. The 
first two hold a curved knife and skull cup, the middle two a human skull mālā and trident, the 
                                                             
32 The Sanskrit descriptive name, Mahākāla (Great Time or Great Dark One) is also used to refer to the Lord Śiva, 
the Hindu god whose tandava dance sustains, but can also destroy, the universe of appearances, and who is 
associated with time, another meaning of kāla. Mahākāla is a Sanskrit ‘bahuvrihi’ of Mahā (    ; ‘great’) and kāla (   ; 
‘black’). Mahākāla is typically black in color. Just as all colours are absorbed and dissolved into black, all names and 
forms are said to melt into those of Mahākāla, symbolizing his all-embracing, comprehensive nature. Black can also 
represent the total absence of colour, and again in this case it signifies the nature of Mahākāla as ultimate or absolute 
reality. This principle is known in Sanskrit as ‘nirguna’, beyond all quality and form, and it is typified by the Hindu 
and Mahāyāna Buddhist interpretations. 
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lowest two a damaru drum and lasso. Adorned with a tiger skin, garland of heads, bones and 
snakes, and small bells on the hands and feet. Standing in a manner with the two legs together 
pressing down on Ganapati. With three eyes, bared fangs, eyebrows, beard and hair flowing 
upward with Akshobhya as a crown. Anointed with a sindhura drop on the forehead. Supported 
behind by a sandalwood tree, dwelling in the middle of a blazing mass of fire.”33 
  
Dowman (1985:64) suggests that the sacred site of Śavaripa’s “superior siddhi of Mahāmūdra” in 
Danti Mountain in Vindhyā mountain range in Central India, yet, Vajrayāna Buddhists climb the 
Mahākāla to revere the cave and the imlī tree outside the cave, which is also worshipped by the 
Hindus as a living embodiment of their Hindu goddess, Dungeśhwarī-devī. I could not find as to 
why the people venerate to the imlī tree instead of sandalwood through which the Mahākāla 
appeared to Śavaripa as mentioned in a legend. Whatever the case may be, it seems that thr 
Vajrayāna Buddhists will keep visiting the Mahākāla Cave until another site is reinvented and 
labelled as the holy spot of Śavaripa’s darshana of the Black Mahākāla on the basis of historical 
inquiry and approval from higher religious authority. In the meantime, the cave temple would 
remain a contested shared sacred site.  
                                                             
33 http://www.himalayanart.org/image.cfm/794.html. Accessed April 2012. 
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On my recent visit to Visva-Bharati1 in Santiniketan (India) with a group of architecture students 
to learn about its development and planning, one of the accompanying professors commented 
on different building languages used by Rabindranath Tagore while constructing various 
structures in the complex, which according to him seemed discordant. Another local architect 
who was accompanying us rather disagreed and stressed on not just seeing the superficial form 
of the buildings instead to understand the intention behind them. Nonetheless, the intentions 
together with the philosophy and academic rituals at Visva-Bharati make it a complex yet truly 
global institution serving its original purpose of imparting education to students. Though some 
of the buildings in the complex have changed their original uses since they were built, but the 
entire complex till day resonates with ideals of the Indian culture. This raises an important 
question, which is quite pertinent to this study that what should be the best approach to 
conserve a ‘living’ built heritage, which may have diverse values for different stakeholders? And 
also, whether the ‘living’ part of the heritage, which is being continuously used and managed by 
the people is any less significant than its architectural and historical merit?   
 
For several years the heritage conservation fraternity in India in particular and Asia in general 
raised the issue of conserving the soul of the structure rather than only its body, i.e. fabric. It is 
only recently, the UNESCO and other heritage preservation related world organisations ratified 
the so called Eastern philosophy of heritage conservation. Although it may be slightly easy to 
talk or even write about the ‘intention’ yet it would be rather difficult if not impossible to 
                                                             
1  Rabindranath founded a school for children at Santiniketan, Brahmacharyasrama, which started functioning 
formally from December 22, 1901 with no more than five students on the roll and it was around this nucleus that 
the structure of an unconventional university developed through careful planning. The school was a conscious 
repudiation of the system introduced in India by the British rulers and Rabindranath initially sought to realize the 
intrinsic values of the ancient education in India. The school and its curriculum, therefore, signified a departure 
from the way the rest of the country viewed education and teaching. Simplicity was a cardinal principle. Classes were 
held in open air in the shade of trees where man and nature entered into an immediate harmonious relationship. 
Teachers and students shared the single integral socio-cultural life. 
171 
 
understand the original intention of the builder or people who had done successive repairs and 
alterations to the building fabric to keep it in use since it was first constructed. These 
transformations can well either be tangible (in the case of physical changes) or intangible (rituals 
surrounding the structure) depending on the community participation and different 
interpretations, nonetheless, it certainly adds a new meaning to our understanding of architecture 
(in this case, the sacred architecture).  
 
In the following study, I would highlight that how in the recent past, mainly after the UNESCO 
World Heritage Site designation in 2002, the sacredness of the Mahābodhi Temple and its 
surrounding areas is being continuously re-packaged by the government authorities to suffice 
their political and religious agendas. After 2002, both the Buddha and Bodhgayā found a more 
prominent position in the tourism map of the world, which started a mad rush in Bodhgayā 
where everyone from hoteliers to Buddhist monasteries to tourist agents are all marketing ‘Brand 
Buddha.’ I have argued in earlier chapters that sacredness of a place goes beyond scriptural texts 
and archaeological remains per se. Instead, its significance lies mainly in the active interaction 
between religious architecture within its dynamic ritual settings. In this chapter, I would discuss 
that by defining the universal essence and a site/ boundary of this ‘living’ sacred place (as 
recently seen in the Outstanding Universal Value of the UNESCO WHS), it could be seen as to 
dominate, limit and control the sacred experience. I would also illustrate the responsive 
processes for incorporation of the on-going contestations in Bodhgayā, which now finds itself as 
the focus of transnational political conflict. However, this endless contestation of sacredness and 
its meaning per se should not be seen as the ‘death’ of the Mahābodhi Temple; on the contrary, it 
demonstrates the vitality of the on-going debate on the meaning, understanding, and use of the 
sacred in Indian context. 
 
 
6.2 Political Use of the Mahābodhi in Independent India: “Buddha-Gayā Belongs to 
India” 
 
Not accepting his defeat even after the Imperial Government of India failed to deliver the case 
of the Mahābodhi Temple in the Buddhists’ favour, Dharmapāla until his death on the 29th April, 
1933 preached and fought hard for the control of the Mahābodhi Temple to be given to the 
Buddhists, but in vain. However, he was partially successful in wooing political leaders such as 
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Mahatma Gandhi, Rajendra Prasad,2 etc. to raise the issue of the Mahābodhi in several meetings 
of the All-India Hindu Mahāsabha, legislative assemblies, and the Indian National Congress 
Conferences. In spite of that, the Temple question never really made it to the national agenda as 
the people felt that colonial India had more pressing demands rather than passing a resolution 
that would create more harm and division among people with varying interests. 
 
The early years of the twentieth century saw a dramatic change in Dharmapāla’s tone and instead 
of voicing for the exclusive control of the Temple, he appealed for the Buddhist-Hindu solidarity 
on the issue of the Mahābodhi. Perhaps, by this time he realised that the fight for the Mahābodhi 
could not be won in isolation and he must join hands with his ‘Hindu Brothers’ to get their 
shrine back. In 1924, the Buddhist delegation at the Indian National Congress session at 
Belgaum even tabled the idea of shared control of the Mahābodhi Temple: 
 
“We agreed that a controlling board of equal numbers of Hindus and Buddhists be appointed, 
provided that the shrine itself be presided over by Buddhist bhikshus alone.”  (Cf Tevithick 2006: 
183)  
 
Rajendra Prasad was again given the job to negotiate with the mahant but he failed to “buy him 
out” and subsequently, in his recommendation, which was drafted in consultation with the 
Hindu Mahāsabha, Prasad proposed a joint management of the Temple with both Buddhists and 
Hindus including the mahant of Bodhgayā Math as members of the board together with an 
additional appointed Hindu member. Like so many previous recommendations, this also failed to 
take any specific form due to objections from both Hindus and Buddhists organisations. After 
spending few years in discussions and negotiations, Prasad was convinced that major differences 
existed regarding any plan to control the Temple not just between Hindus and Buddhists, but 
also serious divisions among Buddhists themselves were quite persistent. A letter written in the 
1937 by the Joint Secretary, Anagarika Suhrit Ranjan Roy, of the Buddha Gayā Defense League 
to Prasad quite explicitly shared his deep concerns about the working of the Temple and the 
treatment of Indian Buddhists visiting the sacred site: 
  
                                                             
2 Rajendra Prasad (1884–1963) was a Bihari lawyer and an academic from Saran District, adjoining Gayā District. He 
was elected as the President of the Indian National Congress in 1934, 1939, and 1947. He was also one of Gandhi’s 
favoured lieutenants, and the future first President of the independent India (1950–1962).  
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Buddha Gayā belongs to India though it is a Buddhist temple. It is now in the hands of a Saivite 
Mahant. We the Indian Buddhists want some concessions to do our “pujas” in our own way. But 
will it be discreet to pass the temple to the foreigners – Ceylonese, Burmese, Chinese, or Japanese 
– cleanly forgetting the Indians? Buddha Gayā affair is between Indian and Indian. (Cf Tevithick 
2006: 194) 
 
Soon after India’s independence in August 1947, the newly formed government was put under 
pressure by the Buddhist delegates from various Asian Buddhist countries to “hand over 
Bodhgayā Temple to the Buddhists of Asia” (Anon. 1947). Pandit Jawahar Lal Nehru, the first 
Prime Minister of independent India, assured his full support for the cause. It would be 
interesting to note that Nehru was not a Buddhist proponent in religious sense, although, he 
mentioned the Buddha several times in his book, The Discovery of India:    
 
“The Buddha story attracted me even in early boyhood, and I was drawn to the young Siddhartha 
who, after many inner struggles and pain and torment, was to develop into the Buddha. Edwin 
Arnold's ‘Light of Asia’ became one of my favourite books. In later years, when I travelled about 
a great deal in my province, I liked to visit the many places connected with the Buddha legend, 
sometimes making a detour for the purpose.” (Nehru 2004: 130) 
 
Nehru was a clever politician and hence, he used the opportunity of the long prevailing discord 
between Buddhists and Hindus regarding the control and management of the Mahābodhi 
Temple with the passing of the Bodhgayā Temple Act in June, 1949 for political gain. The bill 
provides for joint representation of both Buddhists and Hindus (though Hindus in majority) for 
the management of the Temple. I am not sure whether or not this was just a reassurance for 
religious minorities in India to show them that they are heard in the secular, though, Hindu-
dominated India and the Congress was serious to protect their religious freedom. However, this 
could have also been served as a fitting example for other adjoining neighbouring small 
independent Buddhist states, such as Sikkim (which later became part of India), Bhutan, Nepal, 
and Tibet, to consider India as their culturally compatible friend. The appointment of non-
Indian Buddhists in the advisory committee for managing the Temple could be seen as another 
sign of respect and admiration of the Buddha as portrayed to the larger Buddhist world.    
 
On the auspicious Vaisakha day, 28th May, 1953, a ceremony was held at the Mahābodhi Temple, 
which was attended by few thousand people including monks, laypeople, and dignitaries from 
several Buddhist countries, to mark the transfer of the Temple from the mahant of Bodhgayā 
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Math to the newly formed Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee (BTMC). The transfer 
ceremony was quite suited for a shared and contested sacred site like the Mahābodhi as it 
consisted of chanting of Sanskrit hymns as well as reading excerpts from the Pāli Sūtras. During 
the ceremony, the Chief Minister of Bihar, S K Sinha, made an announcement of his 
Government’s plan to celebrate the 2550th Buddha Jayanti celebrations and hoped that more 
people would join the celebrations at that time. Soon after the transfer ceremony, the new 
BTMC started work on the long overdue Temple improvement and site beautification projects.  
 
 
6.3 Shifting Sacred Terrains In and Around the Temple Complex 
 
The core of this research is to study multivalent Bodhgayā and critical analysis of the religious 
architecture within its dynamic ritual settings to understand the working and construction (re-
construction) of the Mahābodhi Temple complex and surrounding sacred landscape. In the 
following study, I would aim to examine the attributes of sacredness – built forms and beliefs in 
order to assess their relationship with human participants from different cultures and contexts. I 
will also illustrate different narratives (both political and non-political) that influence the 
sacredness of the Mahābodhi Temple complex. 
 
On the basis of the historical records available till date, it is quite clear that the Mahābodhi 
Temple and its surrounding areas have undergone various physical and spiritual transformations. 
These transformations have certainly altered the templescape, but whether they also influenced 
the way pilgrims and tourists experience the sacred placeness need to be explored using Chinese 
pilgrims and scholars, Fa Xian (402 AD) and Xuan Zang (629 AD) records; 
survey/archaeological records by the British officers, Francis Hamilton (1811-2), and Alexander 
Cunningham; archaeological reports of the Archaeological Survey of India (from 1947 onwards); 
and my own field work done between 2009-12. For the sake of this study, I have divided the area 
in and around the Temple complex that is under investigation into three zones, i.e. Zone 1 (see 
figure 6.1); Zone 2 (see figure 6.1); and Zone 3A & 3B [see figure 6.2 (a) & 6.2 (b)]. The rationale 
behind this zoning is to divide the Temple complex and surrounding areas into more manageable 
zones to study as per their significance. It could be argued that Zone 1 is the most sacred area of 
the Temple complex as it contains the Temple and the Bodhi Tree, followed by Zone 2, which 
contains other sacred spots associated with the Buddha’s life. Both Zone 1 and 2 form the 
UNESCO World Heritage Site (WHS) boundary that according to the authorities consist all the 
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seven sacred spots where it is believed that the Buddha spent seven weeks after he gained the 
perfect wisdom. Although, Zone 3A and 3B are outside the core WHS boundary (a part of it is 
under the buffer zone of the WHS), but, as I would illustrate, it is still a quite significant and 
large area that must be developed in a planned way as it directly influences the sacredness of the 
Mahābodhi Temple complex and surrounding landscape. 
 
Zone 1 includes the Mahābodhi Temple, Bōdhi Tree, vajrasanā (Adamantine or Diamond 
Throne), and the Jewel Walk, which are all enclosed within the 3 m high sandstone/ granite/ 
cement (outer) railings (vedika). Railings enclosing the vajrasanā will be called as the inner railings.  
 
Zone 2 includes the courtyard (162 m x 188 m) surrounding Zone 1 that contains mostly votive 
stūpas and smaller temples but also some of the sacred spots where the Buddha spent time after 
attaining enlightenment; it is also enclosed within double circuit walls creating a pradaksina 
(circumambulatory) path in between. 
 
Zone 3A (shown in red outline) includes a large area outside Zone 2 (marked as WHS) that 
consists of elements of Bodhgayā town in physical vicinities of the main Temple complex, and 
has direct associational and archaeological links with the Temple.  






























































Figure 6.1: Site plan of the Mahābodhi Temple complex showing Zone 1 (shown in solid red) and Zone 2 (shown in dotted red). 
(Source: By Author 2011) 
Zone 1 includes the Mahābodhi Temple, Bōdhi Tree, vajrāsana (Adamantine or Diamond Throne), and the Jewel Walk, which are 
all enclosed within the 3 m high sandstone/ granite/ cement (outer) railings (vedika). Railings enclosing the vajrāsana will be called 
as the inner railings.  
Zone 2 includes the courtyard (162 m x 188 m) surrounding Zone 1 that contains mostly votive stūpas and smaller temples but 
also some of the sacred spots where the Buddha spent time after attaining enlightenment; it is also enclosed within double circuit 



























Figure 6.2(a): Zone 3A & B in context 
with the wider surroundings of Gayā 






















Figure 6.2(b): Zone 3A (shown in red outline) includes a large area outside Zone 2 (marked as WHS) that consists of elements of 
Bodhgayā town in physical vicinities of the main Temple complex, and has direct associational and archaeological links with the 
Temple. Zone 3B includes area of Prāgbodhi Hill/ Dungeśhwarī Cave. (Source: By Author 2011) 
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6.3.1 Zone 1 
 
Zone 1(see figure 6.1), which is part of the WHS includes the Mahābodhi Temple, Bōdhi Tree, 
vajrasanā (Adamantine or Diamond Throne), and the Jewel Walk, which are all enclosed within 
the 3 m high sandstone/ granite/ cement (outer) railings (vedika). Railings enclosing the vajrasanā 
will be called as the inner railings.  
 
The transformation of the Mahābodhi Temple from a humble open pavilion shrine supported 
on pillars that was constructed in around 260 BCE into a grand Temple that was heavily restored 
in the late nineteenth century CE (see figure 6.3) has already been illustrated in Chapter 2. In this 
section, I would only highlight in detail the changes made to the Temple fabric (area included in 
Zone 1) since India’s independence in 1947. These changes, as I would argue, have significantly 
altered the authenticity of the Temple and also directly influence the sacred experience of 

















































Figure 6.3: The transformation of sacred Mahābodhi Temple from a humble open pavilion shrine to a majestic tall structure. 






1: OPEN PAVILLION TEMPLE ATTRIBUTED TO AŚOKA AS SHOWN IN THE BHĀRUT BAS RELIEF. [Source: Same as fig 2.3] 
2: EASTERN FAÇADE OF GREAT TEMPLE IN 1860s, TAKEN BY J D BEGLAR. [Source: Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) 
Collections, British Library, 2010] 
3: TEMPLE DURING RESTORATION IN 1880s, TAKEN BY J D BEGLAR. [Source: ASI Collections, British Library, 2010] 
4: PROPOSED DRAWING OF THE SOUTHERN FAÇADE OF THE GREAT TEMPLE PRIOR TO ITS RESTORATION. 
NOTE THE NUMBER OF STOREYS ABOVE THE TERRACE, WHICH SHOULD BE EIGHT AS SHOWN IN 2 & 3, AND 
NOT NINE AS PROPOSED. [Source: Mitra, 1878: Plate VIII] 
5: THE GREAT TEMPLE IN c. 1880s, TAKEN BY BOURNE & SHEPHERD. [Source: Elgin Collections, British Library, 2010] 
6: RESTORATION WORKS IN THE EARLY 2000 BY THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEY OF INDIA. [Source: Same as fig 2.11b] 
7: DETAILED MEASURED DRAWING DONE BY THE ASI PRIOR TO THE REPAIR WORKS. [Source: ASI, 2008] 
8: THE GREAT TEMPLE AFTER ITS RESTORATION IN 2002. [Source: Same as fig 2.11b] 
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The BTMC after the take-over of the Temple’s management in 1953, without delay, started 
works on the repair and development of the Temple and its surrounding areas. The works were 
done on a priority basis to prepare the sacred site for celebrations of the 2500th Buddha Jayanti 
during which several important people, including the then Prime Minister, Jawahar Lal Nehru, 
were expected to visit the Mahābodhi. Since the newly formed BTMC were short of funds, both 
the Government of India and the Government of Bihar State extended their helping hands to 
ease its financial problems. Even the BTMC made an appeal “to the generous public of home 
and abroad to come forward with liberal contributions to strengthen our hands in performing 
the noble duty of executing the following plans and projects relating to the sacred Buddha-Gayā 
Temple where Lord Buddha attained the Supreme Enlightenment.” (Barua 1981: 132) The 
repairs and development works took three years (1953-56) and finished in time for the grand 
Buddha Jayanti celebrations in 1956. The following is the list of works undertaken from 1953-56: 
 
1. Masonry repairs to the main Temple building. 
2. Replacement of broken images in the niches. 
3. Construction of inner and outer pradaksina paths. 
4. Re-excavation of the Lotus Tank3 in which Buddha is said to have bathed. A concrete railing 
around the Tank was also constructed, which provided a wide walking path. 
5. The Aśokan Pillar was re-erected at its original place, i.e. in the centre of courtyard between the 
Temple and the Lotus Tank (see figure 6.1).  
 
During an excavation in 1956, the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) found the above-
mentioned Aśokan column at Gol Pather in Gayā, which they later moved and re-erected at the 
courtyard in front of the Lotus Tank (see figure 6.1 & 6.4). According to the ASI and BTMC, 
this column was originally located at its present location, so the best thing was to return it to its 
original position. The exact reason for the column to be erected at that spot was unknown, but 
Barua (1981: 134) asserted that this column was to mark the sacred spot of Sujātā’s offering of 
milk-rice to the ascetic Siddhārtha on the eve of the attainment of his perfect enlightenment.  
                                                             
3 The Lotus Tank is now called as Muchalinda Lake (Sarovar). A signage near it reads, “Muchalinda Lake (The Abode 
of Snake King): Lord Buddha spent sixth week in meditation here. While he was meditating severe thunder storm 
broke out. To protect him from the violent wind and rain even the creatures came out for his safety).” A statue of 
the Buddha in dhyana mudra sheltered by the hood of the nāga king, Muchalinda is located in the middle of the lake. 
This statue, which is in the Burmese style, was only placed sometime after 1975, as it was mentioned by Barua (1981: 
135) about suggestions being received by the BTMC to construct a stone structure in the centre of the Tank 
displaying an image of Buddha under the spreading hood of Muchalinda Nāga, the serpent king.  
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In 1973-74, when the ASI undertook major excavations of the mound in Bakraur village to 
reveal the remains of the extensive brick stūpa, which was later known as the Sujātā Kuti or 
Sujātāgarh, probably the place where the Lady Sujātā offered milk-rice to the bodhisattva prior to 
his enlightenment. It is interesting to note that the column in the courtyard of the Mahābodhi 
after the ASI’s findings of the Sujātā Stūpa on the other side of the River Nirañjanā, the column 
lost its legitimate position. In the eyes of many Buddhists, anything linked with the king Aśoka is 
of significance as he was a pious Buddhist follower and some even consider him as a 
bodhisattva. Perhaps, the relocation of the Aśokan pillar to the Mahābodhi Temple complex 
could be justified due to its Buddhist links, though, no definite conclusion could be drawn on 
why the present spot was selected for its relocation even 
though in the Bhārhut bas-relief the pillar with an elephant 
capital is located at a different spot that is just outside the 
Temple railing to the right of the east gateway (see figure 2.3 
& 2.10). Furthermore, the whole incident of re-erection of 
the column due to its assumed link with an event and that it 
is still standing at that place even after the discovery of 
Sujātā stūpa demonstrates that the emphasis was mainly on 
the event rather than the place per se. 
 
Figure 6.4: Gol Pather currently erected at the Mahābodhi Temple complex. 
(Source: By Author 2010) 
Returning to the 2500th Buddha Jayanti celebrations in 1956, it was important for two main 
reasons, firstly, it was the first big Buddhist celebrations in independent India, and secondly, it 
was also the first celebrations organised by the Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee 
(BTMC) after the management of the Temple was transferred from the Hindu mahant to the 
joint BTMC, which was seen as a victory in the Buddhist struggle to restore the Buddhist 
Jerusalem into the Buddhist hands. On the occasion of 2500th Buddha Jayanti in 1956, the 
Mahābodhi Temple was beautifully decorated with Buddhist flags, early in the morning the holy 
sūtras were chanted by monks and a colourful procession was led by monks from different 
Buddhist countries. Several important people also attended the function such as India’s first 
Prime Minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, who in his speech on this occasion invited neighbouring 
Buddhist nations to establish their own respective religious institutions at Bodhgayā. As a result, 
the surrounding agriculture land has been gradually replaced by monasteries, temples, and 




The development works continued even after 1956 (in fact the works became quite aggressive 
later on) and in September 1966, the first draft Master Plan for the development programme at 
Bodhgayā was published. Sadly, nothing much happened, when, after few revisions to the 
original master plan, several important schemes were adopted in the 1970s, viz.: “(i) a plan was 
being worked out to suitably locate the Pañca Pāndava Temple situated now almost adjacent 
south-east to the Mahābodhi Temple in a better looking building;” “(ii) a scheme had been taken 
up by the Government of Bihar for the clearance of the slum colony at the southern side of 
Buddha Gayā Temple” (Barua 1981: 125). While the Government authorities were busy in 
finalising plans for the development of Bodhgayā, the Temple complex, funded by generous 
Buddhist donors from various countries was ready to get a face-lift in 1970s. 
   
 In mid-1970s, the BTMC together with the help of the Bihar State Archaeology 
Department fixed cement replica of the original Aśokan stone railings all around the 
sacred Bodhi Tree to secure it from desecration by pilgrims and animals.   
 Conversion of the upper shrine room of the main Temple into a meditation hall in 
1977. All funds required for the project were supplied by the chief monk of the Thai 
monastery in Bodhgayā. 
 Repair and renovation of broken images in the niches of the main Temple by Tibetan 
devotees. 
 The main Buddha image was cleared, repaired, and gilded with donation by the 
Burmese devotees in 1973. 
 In 1973, Tibetan monastery of Bodhgayā undertook the job of painting (with enamel 
paints) of the main shrine. 
 From 1968-74, the compound walls and massive entrance gates were built to secure 
the Temple complex with generous donations from Thai pilgrims. With effect from 
February 1977, the BTMC levied entry ticket, “renovation fee”, for people intending 
to visit the Temple, except for monks and clergy of all religions. The BTMC argued 
that it was done for the security and also to raise funds for further development 
programmes. Nevertheless, it created a separating boundary between the local 
villagers and the Temple authorities. 





Various tangible and intangible changes to the Temple complex and its surroundings between 
1861-2 and 1971, quite significantly altered the overall surrounding sacred landscape. For 
example, the Śivalinga4 on the floor of the sanctum of the Temple as shown in the 1861-2 plan 
by Cunningham (see figure 6.5) was completely missing in 1971 plan (see figure 6.6), and 
presently, only a hole on the floor exists. Several stūpas of various sizes, which were built around 
the Mahābodhi Temple by pilgrims who had visited this holy place for centuries, as a mark of 
respect to the Buddha or as a sign of their successful pilgrimage were neatly arranged in a grid 
and some were even heavily restored (see figure 6.6 & 6.11).  The “Buddha Pokhar” in 
Cunningham’s plan (see figure 6.17) was re-named as the “Buddha Gangā” (later remaned again 
and currently known as Muchalinda Lake) illustrating that it was sacred to both Hindus and 
Buddhists. Few mud houses, which belonged to Taradih Village were still present near the 
Buddha Gangā until 1970s (as seen in figure 6.6). I will explain the changes which are part of 
Zone 2 in details later. They are mentioned at this part of the study only to provide a broader 


















Figure 6.5: Plan of the Mahābodhi Temple as drawn by Cunningham in 1861-2. Note the position of the Śivalinga on the floor of 
sanctum. (Source: Mitra, 1878: Plate IV, Plan 1) 
 
                                                             
4 A linga is a column-like structure representing the Hindu deity Śhiva. Its real symbolism is the issue of a very old 













Figure 6.6: Site Plan of the Mahābodhi Temple complex in October 1971. Note neatly arranged small and big stũpas shaded in 









Soon after the Government of India submitted World Heritage Site nomination dossier, another 
face-lift programme by the Archaeological Survey of India started on the 13th February 2002 and 
continued until 2010 with an approximate expenditure of INR 40,00,000 (approx. USD 75,000). 
During these eight years several conjectural works to the Temple fabric were undertaken, which 
significantly changed the outer appearance of the Temple (see figure 6.7). Although, the ASI 
argues that most of the repair works they undertook was basically urgent repair works necessary 
to preserve the Temple and its surroundings, but looking at the pictures of the works 
undertaken, it is quite clear that most of these works were merely for aesthetics, undertaken only 
to improve the overall appearance of the Temple complex. Following is the list of works 
undertaken during 2002-10 as provided by the ASI, Patna Circle:    
 
 Removal of decayed old plaster. 
 Patch repairs of cracks and crevices. 
 Re-plastering with 20 mm to 40 mm thick lime with surkhi (1:2) mixed with jute, 
belgiri, gurh, urad etc.  
 Re-creation of decorative motifs. 
 Re-creation of ornamental pilasters, niches and stucco figures. 
 Fixing of loose votive stūpas with copper dowels after removing iron dowels. 










The following is the list of works done to the Temple and its surrounding structures (in Zone 1 
only, I will describe other works done to the Temple complex in Zone 2), which are not 
mentioned in any the official records: 
 
 Alterations done to the top of the śikhara design (see figure 6.8)  
 White washes to the external façade of the Temple 
 Gilding of some stucco figures inside niches of external façade 
 Changes made to the features of the Buddha statue inside the main sanctum (see 















Figure 6.8: Note the most recent alterations done in 2010 to the top of the śikhara design to transform it to look more like a Thai 
temple. After several protests and complaints made against this sudden transformation, the BTMC finally removed these newly 
installed decorated leaves in 2012. (Source: By Author 2010) 
 
 
Figure 6.9: Transformations happened to the Great Buddha statue inside the sanctum in the last few decades to make it look like 
the “Thai Buddha” (note the recently done re-painting of eyes of the Buddha and change of his hair colours from black to blue). 




The year 2002 was remarkable for Bodhgayā as during this year Gayā International Airport 
started its operation and the Mahābodhi Temple was inscribed as the UNESCO World Heritage 
Site after being nominated by the Department of Tourism of the Ministry of Culture and 
Tourism, Government of India. The Mahābodhi Temple was proposed for inscription under five 
criteria of the UNESCO World Heritage Site (WHS) nomination (see Appendix 4). All these 
criteria make strong references to the Mahābodhi’s unique architectural, historical, artistic and 
religious significance exclusively as a Buddhist sacred site. The long history of Hindu religious 
activities and their contemporary presence at Bodhgayā such as the Pañca Pāndava Temple 
situated right at the main Mahābodhi Temple entrance does not get any reference in most of the 
official descriptions of this sacred place including the Information Dossier (Anon. 2002), which was 
submitted for the nomination of the Mahābodhi Temple complex as a World Heritage Site – 
‘Not much is known of the state of the temple from the thirteenth century when the Muslim 
invasions took place till the sixteenth century when a Hindu mahant or High Priest made the 
temple his hermitage’ (Ibid.: 14). In another instance in the same document, it is stated that 
‘Directly opposite this building is a memorial to a Hindu mahant who had occupied this site 
during the fifteenth-sixteenth century’ (Ibid.: 10-1).  
 
The history of the Mahābodhi Temple from the thirteenth century till its re-discovery by the 
British in the mid-nineteenth century is still not very clear, although, the re-branding of places 
surrounding this sacred Temple whether it is the Hindu mahant’s memorial, or the missing 
Śivalinga from the middle of the sanctum floor, or even omitting any reference to the Pañca 
Pāndava Temple in the authoritative documents could well be seen as way to dominate, limit and 
control the sacred experience of pilgrims by the people in authority. The Mahābodhi Temple has 
been touted as a ‘living [Buddhist] monument’ (Ibid.: 5), which has an ‘Outstanding Universal 
Value’ [OUV] (Ibid.: 4) being ‘the very cradle of Buddhism and compares as such with Jerusalem 
and Mecca which are themselves the cradles of two great religions of the world’ (Ibid.: 9). Thus, 
we see the transformation of Bodhgayā into the Buddhist Mecca or Jerusalem, exactly what was 
envisioned by both Arnold and Dharmapāla.  
 
It is important to note that the UNESCO’s WHS designation requires following a certain set of 
Operational Guidelines for the World Heritage (WH) properties in order to appropriately protect 
the attributes that contributes to Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) of the WH property. 
These guidelines also effectively address the issues of potential development that could impact 
on the attributes of OUV, and ultimately affect the integrity and authenticity of the WH 
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property. As part of management of the property, it is necessary for the State Party to submit 
periodical reports on the implementation and effectiveness of protective legislation, management 
plans and management arrangements to the World Heritage Centre in Paris. Failure to follow the 
Operational Guidelines could lead to deletion of the heritage property from the UNESCO’s WHS 
list. I am not going into details of the Operational Guidelines here as they are described elsewhere.5 
However, in the following section, I will focus on the two most significant points from the 
UNESCO’s Operational Guidelines with regards to managing a ‘living’ sacred heritage such as the 
Mahābodhi Temple. The following two vital points are being completely overlooked as part of 
the Mahābodhi Temple’s management programme even after more than a decade of its 
inscription in the UNESCO WHS list – first, to prepare and implement an Integrated 
Management Plan to ensure safeguarding of the WHS and its surroundings (paragraph 104 of the 
Operational Guidelines states that the ‘Buffer Zone’ should include not only the immediate setting, 
but also the important views and other areas or attributes that are functionally important); and 
second, to avoid imposing standardized procedures in order to determine and define authenticity 
of particular monuments and sites.  
 
 
6.3.2 Zone 2 
 
Zone 2 (see figure 6.1), which is also part of the WHS, includes the courtyard (162 m x 188 m) 
surrounding Zone 1 that contains mostly votive stūpas and smaller temples but also some sacred 
places where the Buddha spent time after attaining enlightenment; it is also enclosed within 
double circuit walls creating a pradaksina (circumambulatory) path in between.  
 
The current Anemesa Locana Chaitya, which is situated on the north-east of the Mahābodhi 
Temple, believed to be the place where the Buddha spent the second week in meditation in 
standing posture gazing at the Bodhi Tree with motionless eyes for one whole week shifted quite 
significantly from the position described by Xuan Zang (Beal 1884: 123), ‘On the left side of the 
road, to the north of the place where the Buddha walked, is a large stone, on the top of which, as 
it stands in a great vihâra, is a figure of the Buddha with his eyes raised and looking up. Here in 
former times the Buddha sat for seven days contemplating the Bodhi Tree; he did not remove 
his gaze from it during this period, desiring thereby to indicate his grateful feelings towards the 
                                                             
5 Please see Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the World Heritage Convention by World Heritage Centre, Paris. 
July 2013. http://whc.unesco.org/en/guidelines. Accessed July 2013. 
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tree by so looking at it with fixed eyes.’ ‘This building was known as the Vihâra of ‘Uplifted 
Eyes,’ or ‘Stedfast Gaze’ the Animishalochanam, or ‘Unwinking Eyes.’ . . . a large basement which 
goes down to the same level as the original Temple” (Cunningham 1892.: 35). This place, which 
was identified by Zang and Cunningham, is currently hidden under an earth mound (see figure 
6.6). As seen in the figure 6.10(b), the present Anemesa Locana Chaitya was possibly built during 
the late nineteenth-century during the restoration of the main Temple by the British. It is 
definitely not contemporary to the original Temple as it sits quite high as compared to the main 
Temple on top of a mound that might contain the earlier known temple of Tārā devi [see figure 
6.10(a) & (b)]. The image of Tārā devi was dug up from the ruins by one of the mahants of the 
Bodhgayā Math, and was later installed in the temple where it remained until 1880. It was during 
this time when the British archaeologists completed the large-scale restoration of the Temple and 
its surrounding structures in order to make the Temple complex as what they considered as a 
pure Buddhist site. In the late 1990s, a big stone signage which states ‘Anemesa Locana (the 
place of unwinking gazing): After enlightenment Lord Buddha spent the second week in 
meditation here gazing unwinkingly at the Bodhi Tree’ was installed by the Temple authorities. 
Being closer to the earlier recorded location of Anemesa Locana Chaitya, it puts an end to all 
histories and transforming a relatively modern place into a sacred one that is venerated daily by a 
large number of pilgrims. 
 
b) Right: The temple of Tārā devi being transformed into Anemesa 
Locana (The place of unwinking gazing). (Source: By Author 2011) 
 
Figure 6.10: a) Left: Tārā devi temple before restoration  





Tārās in Mahāyāna are the shaktis of bodhisattvas, who also appears as a female Buddha 
in Vajrayāna sect. She is known as the ‘mother of liberation’, and represents the virtues of 
success in work and achievements. In Hinduism, the goddess Tārā (meaning ‘star’ in Sanskrit) is 
associated with Lord Śiva and is the second of the Dasa (ten) Mahāvidyās or ‘Great Wisdom 
(goddesses).’ Interestingly, the main Tārā mantra is also similar for both Buddhists and 
Hindus: Om tāre tuttāre ture svāhā, which points toward parallel religious themes between the two 
religions. Moreover, the image that was dug up and later installed by one of the mahants as the 
goddess Tārā represents a prince standing on a throne supported by the Buddhas (Martin 1838: 
73).6 It is important to note that an image’s earlier or original identity, which was significant to 
the people at time in the past, was inconsequential. Moreover, it was its association with the 
community and the responses it evokes during their current lives that was considered important. 
Hence, no one questioned the gender of the image in its new manifestation as Tārā devi. It was 
only with the arrival of the twentieth-century Western archaeologists/ historians in the British 
India who considered themselves experts of Indian art that the importance was shifted to revival 
of an image’s original identity. A small temple of Tārā devi even exists today in one of the niches 
of the compound wall of the Bodhgayā Math facing the Nirañjanā River and another image, 
presumably a Tārā, is installed in the math and worshipped as Lord Śiva’s consort, Parvati.  
 
The other temple described by Zang and also marked in the plan of 1877 (Mitra 1878: Plate V) 
and in the ASI plan of 1971 was of Bageshwari devi (see figure 6.6). The history of this temple 
resembles that of the temple of Tārā devi. The image inside Bageshwari devi temple represents 
an armed male, while Bageshwari devi is considered as the goddess of eloquence (Ibid.). Temples 
of both Tārā devi and Bageshwari devi no longer exists today in their original locations. The 
temple of Tārā devi is perhaps hidden as described earlier and the temple of Bageshwari devi is 
being relocated from its location as recorded in 1971 to another nearby site, which is privately 
owned by the present Hindu mahant of the Bodhgayā Math.  
 
The present Sanatan Dharma temple; Pañca Pāndava temple; the samādhis of Mahadeo and 
Chetan Giri (third and fourth mahant respectively of the Bodhgayā Math); and Annapurna devi 
darshan ‘chambers’ are all located on both sides (two each on the left and right) of the main 
entrance of the Mahābodhi Temple (see figure 6.6). It is without any doubt that these structures 
are modern as compared to the original Temple and were possibly built by using the material 
                                                             
6 According to Buchanan (1934), Tārā devi is one of the most hideous of the female destructive powers represents a 
mild-looking prince standing on a throne supported by seven the Buddhas. 
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available on-site during the early Hindu domination of the site, i.e. early seventeenth century CE. 
I called them ‘chambers’ rather than ‘temples’ as Hindus in Bodhgayā prefer to call them (a very 
insignificant looking signage by the present mahant of the Bodhgayā Math, which is tied high on 
one of the walls of this inconspicuous group of structures stated them as ‘temples’), because 
except for a very brief showing of sacred light ceremony that is done every day by a Hindu priest 
and placement of a trishul on top of one of the chambers. This group of structures are mostly 
occupied by Buddhist monks all the time that would sit under the porch and engage in 
meditation. It is generally believed that several images in these chambers have been collected 
from the Temple complex ruins and were built into their walls. Five images in the left chamber 
nearest to the entrance are said to represent the five sons of the King Pāndava as per the Hindu 
legend, however, Buddhists pray to them as the five Buddhas.7 
 
Another significant feature mentioned by Xuan Zang and also thought by Cunningham (1892.: 
35) to be the Ratnaghara Chaitya (Jewel House Chaitya). It is believed this Chaitya was built by 
devas (Indra and Brahmā) at the place where the Buddha spent his fourth week after attaining 
enlightenment. While there, it said he saw the whole course of his future career: 
 
Not far to the west of the Bôdhi tree is a large vihâra in which is a figure of Buddha made of 
teou-shih (brass), ornamented with rare jewels; he stands with his face to the east. Before it is a 
blue stone with wonderful marks upon it and strangely figured. This is (the place where) Buddha 
sat on a seven-gemmed throne made by Śakra Dêva-râja when Brahma-râja built a hall for him of 
seven precious substances, after he had arrived at complete enlightenment. Whilst he thus sat for 
seven days in reflection, the mysterious glory which shone from his person lit up the Bôdhi tree. 
From the time of the holy one till the present is so long that the gems have changed into stone.8 
 
Fa Xian in his travel records written after his visit to Bodhgayā in the early fifth century CE also 
mentions the Jewelled Chamber, which was produced by devas to worship the Buddha for seven 
days.9 The present Ratnaghara Chaitya like so many other sacred spots inside the main Temple 
                                                             
7 Losty (1991: 243) suggests that one of the images in these chambers is clearly a funeral monument from the 
parinirvāna of the Buddha. However, I did not find any reclining image of the Buddha, which is generally used to 
represent the Buddha’s parinirvāna, inside any of these chambers. 
 
8 Beal (1884: 123) 
 
9 Giles (1877: 76) 
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complex has also been shifted for the ease of pilgrims so that they don’t have to travel far and 
wide to venerate the sacred places associated with the life of the Buddha. Its present location to 
the north-west of the main Temple is marked as the Rajan House (see figure 6.1). A large stone 
signage was erected at this re-invented sacred place in 1990s declaring it to be “Ratnaghara 
Chaitya: The place where the Buddha spent the fourth week. The Buddha meditated here 
reflecting on the Patthana or the Law of Dependent Origination. A ray of six colours was said to 
have emanated from his body during that period and the Buddhists have designed their flag 
based on these colours.” Its earlier location as described by the Chinese pilgrim scholars and 
Cunningham currently houses three Deep Ghar (Butter Lamp Houses) [see figure 6.1] where 
pilgrims make offerings by burning ten thousand butter lamps. This facility was built during 
2003-2005 with donations from the Light of Buddhadharma Foundation International 
(LBDFI).10   
 
The Pāli sources are generally silent on the origin of the Goatherd Banyan tree (Ajapāla 
Nigrodha tree). However, as per the Pāli suttas it grows on the east side of the Bodhi Tree on 
the bank of the Nirañjanā River, near Uruvelā. The Mahāvastu, an early Buddhist Sanskrit work, 
composed in the second century BCE, and the Abhiniskramana Sutta do mention events related 
to the Goatherd Banyan tree and the Bodhisattva. As per the the Mahāvastu, the Buddha is said to 
have enjoyed blissful meditation under the goatherd banyan tree during the whole sixth-week, 
after he spent the fifth-week at the abode of the Nāga king, Muchalinda. Without doubt, the 
Goatherd Banyan tree is the most famous tree in Buddhist history and literature after the Bodhi 
Tree. Several significant events, but not necessarily given at the same time, in the Buddha’s life 
are believed to have occurred at the spot of the Goatherd Banyan tree. The summary of 
discourses related to the Ajapāla Nigrodha tree, as per various Buddhist texts is described below: 
 
Māra persuades the Buddha to finally pass 
away right after his awakening 
Dīgha Nikāya, Mahāparinibbāna Sutta D 16 
Pañcasikha composes inspirational verses Dīgha Nikāya, Sakka Pañha Sutta D 21 
The Buddha reflects on his given up self-
mortification 
Samyutta Nikāya, Mara Samyutta, 
Tapokamma Sutta 
S 4.1 
Māra fails to taunt the Buddha for seven 
years, said to have occurred during the fifth-
week after the awakening 
Samyutta Nikāya, Mara Samyutta,  
Satta Vassa Sutta 
S 4.24 
                                                             
10 The LBDFI was founded in 2002 and is registered as a non-profit religious organization under the laws of 
California, USA with offices in the USA, India, and Thailand. 
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Māra’s daughters fail to tempt the Buddha, 
said to have occurred during the fifth-week 
after the awakening 
Samyutta Nikāya, Mara Samyutta,  
Māra Dhītu Sutta 
S 4.25 
The Buddha reflects on satipatthanas 
[establishments of mindfulness] (third person 
report) 
Samyutta Nikāya, Satipatthana Samyutta, 
Brahmā Sutta 
S 47.18 
The Buddha reflects on four satipatthanas 
[establishments of mindfulness] (first person 
report) 
Samyutta Nikāya, Satipatthana Samyutta, 
Magga Sutta 
S 47.43 
The Buddha reflects on the five faculties Samyutta Nikāya, Indriya Samyutta, 
Sahampati Brahmā Sutta 
S 48.57 
The Buddha reflects on the three trainings Anguttara Nikāya, Catukka Nipaaata, 
Pathama Uruvelā Sutta 
A 4.21/2.20 
The Buddha meets some old brahmins Anguttara Nikāya, Catukka Nipaaata, 
Dutiya Uruvelā Sutta 
A 4.22/2.22 
During the fifth-week, the Buddha meets the 
humhunka brahmin 
Udāna, Humhunka Sutta U 1.4/3 
The lady Sujātā offers milk-rice to the 
Bodhisattva just before his awakening 
Jātaka; Dhammapada Commentary J 1:68 f; 
DhA 1:71 
Brahmā Sahampati invites the Buddha to 
teach Dharma to the world 
Samyutta Nikāya; Vinaya S 6.1/1:137 f; 
V 1:4-6 
 
In Hindu mythology, the banyan tree is called Kalpavriksha, the tree that provides fulfilment of 
wishes and other material gains. It symbolizes Trimurti – Lord Vishnu is believed to be the bark, 
Lord Brahma to be the roots, and Lord Shiva to be the branches. Hence, it is one of the most 
venerated trees by the Hindus. The column erected at the east of the main Temple entrance 
represents the Ajapāla Nigrodha tree (see figure 6.1). A signage erected in 1990s by the BTMC at 
this spot reads “Lord Buddha spent the fifth week under this tree in meditation after 
enlightenment. Here he replied a Brahmana that only by one’s deeds one becomes a Brahmana, 
not by birth.” The column’s position at its current location signifying the tree’s actual position 
does not fit with the description in several Buddhist texts. Another significant act by the 
Buddhist authorities in Bodhgayā is to simplify and bring all the sacred seven spots where the 
Buddha spent time after his enlightenment in the close vicinity of the Mahābodhi Temple and 
Bodhi Tree, so that it will save Buddhist pilgrims from the confusion of discovering sacred 
places across the Nirañjanā River. Based on the archaeological finding of a copper plate inscribed 
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with a Buddhist creed, Cunningham marked the position of the Ajapāla Nigrodha tree to the 
south-east of the main Temple, which is also quite similar to one as described in the Pāli suttas.   
 
“Rajāyatna (A kind of forest tree): After enlightenment Lord Buddha spent the seventh-week 
here in meditation. At the end of meditation, two merchants – Tapussa and Bhallika offered rice 
cake and honey to the Lord and took refuge – Buddham Saranam Gacchāmi, Dharmam Saranam 
Gacchāmi (Sangha was not founded then)” reads a big stone signage erected by the BTMC located 
at the south-east of the Mahābodhi Temple (see figure 6.1). The Vinaya Commentary and the Udāna 
Commentary, however, place the event of the meal offered by Tapussa and Bhallika in the eighth 
week after enlightenment. According to the Heritage Led Perspective Development Plan for Bodh Gayā, 
Vision 2005-2031, a report that was prepared in May 2006 by the Ministry of Tourism, 
Government of India, the tree under which the Bodhisattva broke his fast after attaining 
enlightenment was the Rajāyatana tree and the Buddha was also believed to have spent the sixth-
week after awakening under this same tree (p. 19). The Vinaya (V 1:4) provides a different version 
though, it says that in the seventh-week, the Buddha left the Rajāyatana tree to return to the 
Ajapāla Nigrodha tree, which agrees with what is mentioned in the Mahāvastu as well.  
 
I find no mention of the Rajāyatana tree spot either by Chinese pilgrim scholars, Fa Xian (402 
CE) and Xuan Zang (629 CE) in their travel records nor it was discovered by British 
archaeologist, Alexander Cunningham in 1885 (who significantly relied on earlier Chinese 
accounts for his re-discoveries of places related with the Buddha’s life). So, how did its location 
accomplished? I tried hard to find a satisfactory answer during my field work. I did discuss this 
with several senior Buddhist monks but to my surprise, I was told that its position was decided 
as per the old Buddhist textual evidences. Some Burmese monks even told me that the two 
merchants who offered alms to the fasting Buddha sitting under the Rajāyatna tree and later 
became his first lay disciples were from Ukkala (currently Yangon in Myanmar).11 In addition, I 
was also informed that the Shwedagon Pagoda in Yangon contains the Buddha’s hairs, which the 
Buddha himself presented to the Burmese merchants when they requested for an object of 
worship. Mr S K Manjul [Superintending Archaeologist, ASI (Patna Circle)] based on his analysis 
of geographical data around the Mahābodhi Temple deduced that the present location of the 
Rajāyatna tree is in the original path of the Nirañjanā River during the Buddha’s time. The River 
                                                             
11 Location of Ukkala has been contested among scholars. Some identify it to be located north of river Kabul, while 
others placed it in Mathura in Uttar Pradesh. Ukkala (or Okkala) is also an ancient name of Odisha state in India. 
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used to flow much closer to the main Temple.12 It is important to note that how this sacrosanct 
spot was recently re-discovered (in 1990s) and the stories linking it to another sacred Buddhist 
structure built few thousand miles away granted greater legitimacy to both the holy spots and 
also influenced interaction of pilgrims performing various rituals with these sacred places. 
 
The courtyard surrounding the Mahābodhi Temple is currently full of heavily restored and neatly 
arranged monuments and memorial stūpas (see figure 6.1 & 6.6) where pilgrims spend most of 
their time in contemplation and performing rituals. This was exactly the case when the Chinese 
pilgrims scholars, Fa Xian (402 CE) and Xuan Zang (629 CE) and several centuries later when 
Sir Alexander Cunningham (1861-2) later arrived on the site except that the monuments were 
merely a heap of stones rather than neatly arranged sacred structures. This was due to their use 
either as the building material for the repair and erection of other significant monuments by the 
Burmese workers or by the locals for their own dwellings. Fa Xian describes in his travel records, 
“Within the surrounding wall the sacred traces touch one another in all directions. Here there are 
stūpas, in another place vihâras. The kings, princes, and great personages throughout all 
Jambudvipa, who have accepted the bequeathed teaching as handed down to them, have erected 
these monuments as memorials.”13 
 
It is customary for Buddhist pilgrims visiting any sacred sites related to the life of the Buddha to 
make some sort of offering (dāna) to the shrine, regardless of how small the offering or how 
poor the person might be. This act would in return provide religious merit to the donor, hence, 
almost all pilgrims in the past and even today make offerings to the Mahābodhi Temple. These 
offerings consisted of money, precious gems, expensive fabric by the rich Buddhist votaries, and 
of fruits and flowers by the not-so-rich devotees. In earlier times, wealthy pilgrims generally paid 
for building of memorials as a mark of their visit. These memorials generally took the form of 
temples and large stūpas by the affluent, and of small stūpas or even inscribed slabs by the poor. 
In early times, portable terracotta plaques inscribed with sculptural reliefs of the Buddhas and 
Bodhisattvas were quite popular with the Southeast Asian pilgrims both as sacred souvenirs and 
also as a mark of commemoration of their successful pilgrimage. A large square plinth of a stūpa 
about 100 feet height could be found on the south of the Mahābodhi. At the centre of the 
remains of the plinth, a circular rose park has been created by the authorities as part of their 
                                                             
12 Interview, 10th May 2010 
 
13 Beal (1884: 115) 
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beautification drive (see figure 6.1). This stūpa is believed to be built by the great Buddhist King, 
Aśoka, on the spot where the Bodhisattva after having bathed in the Nirañjanā River received 
some pure rushes from Sakra-raja disguised as a grass-cutter before proceeding to the Bodhi 
Tree and used the grass received for his seat.14  Although, it is one of the most important parts of 
Buddhist history and was even mentioned by Fa Xian 15  in his travelogues and also by 
Cunningham, 16  its plinth is presently used only as a platform (chabutra) with absolutely no 
mention of its significance made public on-site. 
  
Figure 6.11: A few 
examples of badly 
restored stūpas in the 
Temple courtyard. Some 
of these mismatched 
repair works are done by 
the overzealous pilgrims 
who wanted to leave a 
stamp of their visit on 
this sacred place. (Source: 
By Author 2011)   
 
The Mahābodhi’s courtyard also consists of thousands of monolithic votive stūpas ranging from 
5 cm to 60 cm in diameter and several tall mediaeval octagonal stūpas, with four projecting faces 
containing figures of the Buddha in niches, and tiers of decorated base mouldings. Most of these 
stūpas have been heavily and badly restored in recent times as seen by the use of Portland 
cement for their repairs and sticking foolish heads on to ancient torsos in niches to make stūpas 
look like intact and complete (see figure 6.11). However, this does not make them any less 
significant and sacred to pilgrims who would consider any old stone, brick or tree in the Temple 
complex worthy of reverence, regardless of whether it is a Buddhist votive stūpa in the open 
courtyard or just the circular base of a Hindu Śivalinga in the sanctum sanctorum of the 
Mahābodhi. Small Buddhist votive stūpas could also be found in almost all the local Hindu 
temples in and around Bodhgayā, Hindu mahants’ cenotaphs next to the Mahābodhi Temple 
complex, and also at Bodhgayā Math. Interestingly, at all the Hindu sites I visited around 
Bodhgayā, they are worshipped as Śivalingas. Even Cunningham (Mitra 1878: 100) remarked on 
                                                             
14 The existing structure has, however, been rebuilt since Aśokan times.  
 
15 Beal (1884: 123-4) 
 
16 Cunningham (nd.: 36) 
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it while preparing an inventory at the site in 1861; he declared that ‘No conversion is required, as 
the [Hindu] people accept one of these votive stūpas of the Buddhists as a ready-made lingam’ 
(see figure 6.12). This could either be seen as a religious syncretism or ignorance on the part of 












Figure 6.12: Small Buddhist votive stūpas serving as 
Hindu Śivalingas in a local village temple near Bodhgayā. 
This was a common site in several other Hindu temples 
surrounding Bodhgayā.  
(Source: By Author 2011) 
  
 
Since the arrival of British archaeologists and officers at Bodhgayā in the late nineteenth century 
to embark on the job of restoring the Mahābodhi Temple (even the term Mahābodhi was coined 
by Cunningham in his 1891 monograph on this particular place) no new votive stūpa has been 
built inside the Temple complex. However, restoration and beautification works never halted in 
the Temple complex. Most of the new installations which are carried out in the last decade are 
done in the name of propagating Dharma mostly by the foreign Buddhist Trusts or individuals 
(see figure 6.13). The works (No. 3-5 as mentioned in figure 6.13) carried out in 2002 after the 
Mahābodhi’s designation as the World Heritage Site are of particular interest. These works were 
done by external agencies without any written guidance or approval from the ASI and also no 
proper records/ drawings of the works are maintained by the BTMC. I found no records of any 
form regarding works of the new stone panels on the compound wall of the Temple complex 
(see figure 6.14); and installation of the Buddhist prayer wheels and golden plaques in the outer 
circumbulatory pathway of the Temple complex. As told by Mr Nangzey Dorjee, Member 
Secretary BTMC, this is a recent procedure to reduce time in the tendering processes and also to 
prevent any corruption during works.17 However, allegations about financial corruption surface  
                                                             
17 Interview, May 2010 
198 
 
even till date.18 As per the current process to undertake any repair or beautification works to the 
Temple and surrounding structures in the complex, once the work has been approved by the 
BTMC, the donor(s) directly appoints the contractor of his/her choice and also manages the 
works. It is important to note that the BTMC is not legally required to take permission of the 
ASI for any works undertaken in the Mahābodhi Temple complex as it does not come under 
their protection. According to Mr Nangzey Dorjee, Member Secretary BTMC, since the ASI is 
the only government organisation specialising in archaeological research and conservation of the 
cultural heritage of the nation, the BTMC feels that it is their duty to inform them of any works 
undergoing in the Temple complex. However, when I met Mr S K Manjul, Superintending 
Archaeologist, ASI (Patna Circle), he denied receiving any information from the BTMC about 
the recently carried beautification projects.   
Figure 6.13: A list displayed on the notice board at the entrance of the Mahābodhi Temple informing visitors about the repair 
and beautification projects undertaken by the BTMC from June 2008 to November 2009. Note that all of the donors are 
Buddhists from foreign countries who by the means of donations establish their links with the most sacred place for Buddhists 
on the earth. (Source: By Author 2010) 
 
 
                                                             




Figure 6.14: Installation of stone panels depicting events from the life of the Buddha on the compound wall of the Temple 
complex - an example of ‘Buddhification’ of the Mahābodhi Temple complex. (Source: By Author 2010) 
 
 
6.3.3 Zone 3 
 
Zone 3 [see figure 6.2 (a) & (b)] consists of several architectural and natural elements, which are 
outside the boundary of the UNESCO World Heritage Site (WHS), nevertheless, most of them 
have a direct associational and archaeological links with the Mahābodhi Temple complex. In the 
following section, places outside the WHS boundary in which historic and legendary events 
occurred or are said to have occurred in the past that are linked to the life of Buddha will be 
discussed. The UNESCO in its Operational Guidelines of 2005 for the nomination of a site to the 
World Heritage List have strongly recommended (not mandatory) the inclusion of a buffer zone, 
an additional layer of protection to the World Heritage property. However, the authorities who 
are responsible for the conservation and management of the Mahābodhi Temple complex have 
not been unable to resolve the issue of providing a buffer zone till date. Several unplanned on-
going constructions outside the WHS boundary of the Mahābodhi Temple complex are constant 
threat to its Outstanding Universal Value as they directly impact on the character and visual 
quality of the WHS setting. These issues will be highlighted in this section.    
 
Fa Xian, in his travelogues in 409 CE mentioned about three monasteries at the place where the 
Buddha attained perfect wisdom. He described these monasteries to be surrounded by forests 
and bustling with pilgrims and priests. Xuan Zang when visited Bodhgayā during 630 -645 CE, 
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provided a detailed account of a quite prosperous Ceylonese monastery on the north of the 
Mahābodhi Temple as following: 
 
“Outside the northern gate of the wall of the Bôdhi tree is the Mahābodhi sanghârâma. It was 
built by a former king of Simhala (Ceylon). This edifice has six halls, with towers of observation 
(temple towers) of three storeys; it is surrounded by a wall of defence thirty or forty feet high. 
The utmost skill of the artist has been employed; the ornamentation is in the richest colours (red 
and blue). The statue of Buddha is cast of gold and silver, decorated with gems and precious 
stones. The stūpas are high and large in proportion, and beautifully ornamented; they contain 
relics of the Buddha.”19 
 
Xuan Zang’s description suggested that Bodhgayā during earlier times was a flourishing town 
where monks and pilgrims from all over the world converged and lived peacefully, revered by 
the local population. Cunningham in 1885, based on the Xuan Zang’s account, positioned the 
Mahābodhi sanghārāma (see figure 6.15) to the north of the Great Temple corresponding exactly 
with the extensive mound known as Amar Sinh’s Fort. Cunningham believed that Amar Sinh 
held power before the rise of the Pāla Rajas, in 800 CE. Buchanan also mentioned about this 
mound, which was then called “Rajasthan or palace of Dharma Asoka.”20 Cunningham placed 
this monastery second in importance after the Mahābodhi Temple and described it in quite detail 
in his records, which is quoted below:  
  
“The mound is from 1,500 to 2,000 feet in length from west to east, and nearly 1,000 feet in 
breadth from north to south. The land of the mound still retains the general name of Mahâbodhi. 
Here in November 1885, Mr Beglar and myself discovered the remains of a great monastery, with 
outer walls 9 feet thick, and massive round towers at four corners. The enclosure which 
surrounded the monastery had already been traced by Mr Beglar, at a distance of about 100 feet 
all around. One tower of this enclosure is still standing on the west side in an old Muhammadan 
burial ground, and the outer line of wall with the south-west tower are still traceable. There were 




                                                             
19 Beal (1884: 133) 
 
20 Buchanan (1922: 226) 
 













Figure 6.15: Plan of Mahābodhi sanghārāma by 
Cunningham and Beglar in 1885. (Source: 
Cunningham 1892: Plate XX) 
 
In 1877, Rájendralála Mitra on the request of the then Lieutenant-Governor of Bengal visited 
Bodhgayā to inspect the works of the Burmese officers at the ancient Temple. He rather 
described very well about the architectural remains at Bodhgayā during that time, which will be 
quote here at length.22 
 
“In the revenue records of Government Buddha Gayá is reckoned under two names, - Buddha 
Gayá and Mastipur Tárádī, . . . The name Tárádī has evidently originated from the circumstance 
of the area around a mediaeval temple of Tárá Devī having been dedicated to her worship. . .”  
 
“The mounds are mostly on the east side, the largest being on the middle of that side. They 
marked the sites of ancient buildings, which have long since crumbled to dust. The largest 
mound covers an area of 1,500 x 1,400 feet, and is divided into two unequal parts by the village 
road aforesaid. The southern portion is about one-third the size of the northern one; but it is the 
most important from an antiquarian point of view, as in the centre of it stands the most ancient 
monument in the village. This monument I shall in this work name the Great Temple. The 
northern portion, according to General Cunningham, (a) measures 1,500 x 1,000 feet. . . but the 
popular name in the present day for the place is Garh, or ‘fortress,’ and not Rájasthán, or ‘palace.’ 
As will be shown hereafter, it was originally the site of a large monastery (Mahābodhi 
sanghārāma?), but might have been afterwards converted into a fort. . .”  
                                                             




Figure 6.16: Aerial view of the Mahābodhi Temple complex and its unplanned densely populated surroundings. (Source: Google 
Maps 2013) 
It is not surprising that areas of the great monasteries in the past as described by various scholars 
are presently all built up with new markets and guest houses catering to tourists, Bodhgayā 
Multimedia Museum, and large office-cum-residential quarters for the BTMC officials and priests 
(see figure 6.16). Hence, it will be rather impossible to conduct any excavations in this area to 
find the archaeological remains of the Mahābodhi sanghārāma. However, in 1981-2, the 
Directorate of State Archaeology, Government of Bihar working under the instructions of  the 
Ministry of Culture, Bihar did a partial excavation on the west side of the Mahābodhi Temple 
complex (marked as Taradih excavated site) [see figure 6.16]. 23  Although nothing has been 
published since the excavations were conducted by the department, but during my field-work, I 
was able to make out that the excavated site was some sort of cells for residing students/ monks 
similar to those found in old Nālanda University ruins (a UNESCO WHS), which could have 
been a part of a larger monastery (Mahābodhi sanghārāma) in Bodhgayā.24 One would think that 
such a significant and massive Buddhist site would have been preserved and revered but sadly 
during my field visits from 2010 to 2012, I saw this partially excavated site being used for 
                                                             
23 During the last 40 years, the Directorate of State Archaeology has been able to conduct excavations only at 
fourteen places out of which only three excavation reports have been published till date. (Source: 
http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2011-12-17/patna/30528370_1_excavation-heritage-sites-ancient-sites. 
Accessed January 2012) 
 
24 In Mitra (1878: Plate III), the site of Mahābodhi Sangharama has been shown on the west of the Great Temple in 
the plate titled “Rough Sketch of Probable Sites of Monuments seen by Hiouen Thsang at Buddha Gayá.” 
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defecation by the locals. Also there were plenty of examples of original bricks being removed to 
be used elsewhere. The Directorate of State Archaeology after excavating the Taradih site left it 
at the mercy of the nature and locals for its entire obliteration by the expiration of time.  
 
Figure 6.17: Entrance of the Mosque as seen from the 
Mahābodhi Temple compound. (Source: By Author 2010) 
 
 
The Mosque, which sits partially on the 
archaeological remains of the Taradih 
excavated site (see figure 6.16 & 6.17) has 
been flourishing and plans are afoot to 
build a new madrasah (Muslim educational 
institution attached with a mosque) almost 
touching the boundary of the Mahābodhi Temple. The plan was only briefly halted after the 
building was half-complete due to financial issues at the time of my visit. In addition, the 
Mosque’s present main dome and minarets are quite tall, if not as tall as the spire of the 
Mahābodhi. During my discussions with the Maulvi (highly-qualified Islamic scholar),25 I asked 
his views about the Mahābodhi Temple and its World Heritage Site status, and he told me that 
he does not care about the Temple or its status as the WHS. He also told me that this Mosque 
has been on the same site since the sixteenth century and he would try his best to develop it so 
that more and more Muslims could use its facilities. The present madrasah has the capacity to 
accommodate around hundred students and they come to study there from all parts of Bihar, 
mainly Gayā and surrounding areas. The old Muhammadan burial ground on the north of the 
Temple, which was mentioned by Cunningham, can now only be accessed through a narrow 
gated passage between the BTMC’s office and the new Bodhgayā Multimedia Museum.26 
   
 
                                                             
25 Interview, May 2011 
 
26 On my last visit to Bodhgayā in November 2012, I found the Multimedia Museum closed and when enquired I 
was told that it has been shut since last couple of months due to protest by the locals as in their opinion the 
multivalent sacred place like Bodhgayā does not require a museum showcasing only Buddhist history. 
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“. . .To the south of the Bôdhi tree 10 li27 or so, the sacred traces are so numerous that they 
cannot be each named. . .”28 Though when Cunningham visited the sacred site in 1861 it was not 
more than a heap of stones but this did not discourage Cunningham as he developed a rough 
sketch (see figure 6.18) based on probable sites as noticed by the Chinese scholar pilgrim, Xuan 
Zang who travelled to Bodhgayā in the seventh century CE. At present, only few remains of 
structures in the form of earthen mounds could be seen surrounding several fine tanks in the 
close vicinity of the Bodhi Tree. While some of the principal places as described by Cunningham 
could still be identified, several others are doubtful. No effort whatsoever are put in either by the 
BTMC or Government bodies to develop a comprehensive plan of the known sites outside the 
compound wall of the Mahābodhi Temple complex (the boundary of the WHS site), which are 
also associated with the Buddha’s life. As a matter of fact, there is an effort to re-locate all the 
important sacred sites associated with the Buddha within the proximity of the Temple complex 
to avoid any inconvenience to Buddhist pilgrims. In addition, the ancient settlement of Taradih, 
which existed even prior to the time of the Lord Buddha, was relocated in 1974 to facilitate the 
excavation of site by the Bihar State Archaeological Department. Presently, this site is a dumping 
ground and by relocating the ancient settlement, not only the sacred geography has been altered 





                                                             
27 The li was a traditional unit of distance used in early Imperial China that was approximately 1/3 mile or 500m. 
 
28 Beal (1884: 135) 
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Figure 6.18: Rough sketch by 
Cunningham showing probable sites as 
seen by Xuan Zang when he travelled to 
Bodhgayā in the seventh century CE. 
(Source: Mitra 1878: Plate III) 
 
 
In the following section, I will 
describe two other places – the 
Buddha Pokhar and Urel 
(Muchalinda) Tank, which 
were at a distance from the 
main Temple as noted by 
Cunningham in his 
“suggestive” map (see figure 
6.19). These two places are the 
only ones, which are still 
physically accessible and are 
believed to be directly 
associated with the life of the 
Buddha (see figure 6.20). 
Although, Buddha Pokhar is 
now known as Muchalinda 
Sarovar and is part of the World Heritage Site (WHS) boundary, but Urel Tank, which was the 
original Muchalinda Sarovar and other significant water bodies, presently dried-up, are not part of 
the WHS boundary or any other legal status that provides them any protection. As mentioned 
earlier, the current Muchalinda Sarovar is part of the WHS boundary (part of Zone 2 described 
earlier), but it was not discussed earlier as I felt it would quite appropriate to described it in this 
section together with other water bodies, which are nearby the main Temple complex and also 
































Figure 6.19: ‘Map of Country around Mahābodhi’ by Cunningham, which was mainly based on Fa Xian and Xuan Zang’s travel 



























A: BUDDHA POKHAR. 
B: GHOSAL CHAK, OR “BATHING TANK” WAS MADE BY INDRA WHEN BUDHA AFTER 
ATTAINING ENLIGHTENMENT WISHED TO BATH. 
C: STŪPA COMMEMORATING THE PLACE WHERE BUDDHA DRIED HIS CLOTHES AFTER 
BATHING. STONE WAS BROUGHT FROM THE SNOWNY MOUNTAINS BY INDRA. 
D: STŪPA COMMEMORATING THE PLACE WHERE BUDDHA RECEIVED CLOTHES FROM 
THE OLD WOMAN. 
E: STŪPA COMMEMORATING THE PLACE WHERE BUDDHA KEPT THE CLOTHERS AFTER 
HE RECEIVED THEM FROM THE OLD WOMAN. 
F: MUCHALINDA TANK. 
G: SMALL VIHĀRA. 
H: VIHĀRA. 
J: LONG PROMENADE WHERE BUDDHA WALKED. 
K: STŪPA WHERE BUDDHA HAD FASTED AND ALSO WHERE AJNÂTA KAUNDINYA AND HIS 
FOUR COMPANINIONS HAD LIVED. 
L: STŪPA TO MARK THE SPOT WHERE BUDDHA ENTERED THE NIRAÑJANĀ RIVER TO 
BATH.  
M: MASONRY REMAINS WHERE BUDDHA RECEIVED RICE-MILK ON THE BANK OF HE 
RIVER. 
N: PLACE WHERE BUDDHA RECEIVED WHEAT, FLOUR, AND HONEY FROM THE 
TRAVELLING MERCHANTS. 
P: PLACE WHERE THE FOUR KINGS OFFERED A GOLDEN BOWL TO BUDDHA. 
R: STŪPA COMMEMORATING THE PLACE WHERE BUDDHA PREACHED THE LAW FOR THE 
SAKE OF HIS MOTHER, WHO HAD COME DOWN FROM THE HEAVENS TO HEAR HIM. 
S: DRY POOL AND STŪPA WHERE BUDDHA HAD DISPLAYED VARIOUS SPIRITUAL 
CHANGES. 
U: SPOT WHERE BUDDHA CONVERTED URUVILWA KÂSYAPA AND HIS TWO BROTHERS, 
WOTH A THOUSAND OF THEIR FOLLOWERS. 
(R, S, & U ACCORDING TO MR. BEGLAR SHOULD BE PLACED ABOUT 1 ²/3 MILE TO THE 
SOUTH OF THE BODHI TREE) 
V: STŪPA TO MARK THE SPOT WHERE BUDDHA SUBDUED THE FIERY NÂGA, TO WHICH 
URUVILWA KÂSYAPA SACRIFICIED. 
W: SPOT WHERE FIVE HUNDERED PRATYEKA BUDDHAS ENTERED NIRVĀNA AT THE 
SAME TIME. 





1. Buddhokar, or Buddha Pokhar (presently known as Muchalinda Sarovar) [marked as 
‘A’ in figure 6.19)] 
 
Figure 6.21: The present Muchalinda Sarovar is a classic example that how the sacred sites around the Mahābodhi Temple are 
being re-invented to make them exclusive Buddhist places.  (Source: By Author 2012) 
 
A great and fine tank, about 700 paces, or 1,750 feet, in circuit that was believed to be dug up by 
two Brahman brothers at a distance of 400 feet due south of the Great Temple. Interestingly, 
even at the time of Cunningham’s visit it still retained the same dimensions as recorded by Xuan 
Zang with “Its northern bank [being] is permanently defined by a long wall with ornamented 
niches, and steps leading down to the water.”29 In a measured drawing prepared by the ASI, 
dated October 1971 (see figure 6.6), this tank has been labelled as the “Buddha Gangā” (no 
mention of the Burmese-style Buddha image at the centre of the tank in the map) and the steps 
leading to it as “Bathing Ghat.” In an undated picture (see figure 6.21), a small replica temple of 
the Mahabodhi Temple could also be seen at the top of the “Bathing Ghat.” When enquired, I 
was told by the local village elders that the same small Shiva temple was used by the local Hindus 
until 1974. It was then that the authorities decided to clean up the nearby mud houses and used 
the stones from the small temple to repair the main Temple. The local Hindu village and their 
local Hindu temple were completely lost in the beautification drive of 1974. At the same time, 
the ‘Buddha Ganga’ was transformed into ‘Muchalinda Sarovar’ by installing a Burmese-style 
statue of the Buddha sitting in dhyana mudra.  
 
 
                                                             
29 Cunningham (nd.: 39) 
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This sudden transformation of the Buddha Ganga into Muchalinda Sarovar (as it is presently 
known) – the place where the Buddha spent the sixth week in meditation after his enlightenment 
is another example of shifting sacredness for the ease of users. The signage erected by the 
BTMC at the site in the late 1990s put an end to all speculation. The signage reads that it is “The 
place where the Buddha spent the sixth week in meditation after his enlightenment. While the 
Buddha was in meditation, a severe thunder storm broke out and seeing the Buddha getting 
drenched, the Nāga king of the Lake called Muchalinda came out of his abode and protected the 
Buddha with his hood from the violent wind and rains.” When I spoke to the locals about their 
views about the authenticity of the Buddha Pokhar, I got several mixed answers but one thing 
that was sure was that it was re-named for the sake of pilgrims’ convenience so that they would 
not travel far away to cover the sacred places and also to maintain the Buddhist dominance of 
the whole Temple complex site. Presently, a path all around the Tank has been built by the 
BTMC to facilitate visitors to enjoy its beauty. 
 
 








Figure 6.22: The Urel Tank which is believed 
to be the original Muchalinda Sarovar. This 
could be confirmed by superimposing the 
present satellite image on Cunningham’s “Map 
of Country around Mahābodhi.”  
(Source: By Author 2010) 
 
It is rather interesting to note that the original Muchalinda Sarovar (see figure 6.22) as noted by 
both Xuan Zang and Cunningham is still very much at the same place, about a mile away from 
the Bodhi Tree upstream the Nirañjanā. The original location of this Urel Tank is slightly hidden, 
as it is surrounded by houses and vegetation and could only be negotiated on foot. Sadly, its 
present condition is quite bad and it is also threatened by encroachment by the locals. When I 
visited the site in May 2010, and spoke to the locals there to figure out if they are aware of the 
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Tank’s significance and what according to them should be done with it. I was amazed to discover 
that although they wanted it to be saved from extinction but on the other hand they did not want 
bus-loads of Buddhist pilgrims visiting the site and take over “their” sacred tank like they had 
done it in Bodhgayā. A local villager told me that recently the Chief Minister of Bihar visited the 
site while on an official visit to Bodhgayā and allocated a certain amount from his government 
funds to build a metalled road to the village so that more tourists and pilgrims could visit the 
sacred site. The World Heritage Committee (WHC) members on a recent visit (in February 2011) 
to Bodhgayā expressed their concerns and displeasure on authenticity issues and threats to the 
sacred sites associated with the Buddha’s life, which are located outside the WHS boundary. The 
BTMC on the 19th May 2012 made advertisement in several national dailies through which they 
requested interested parties to submit their expression of interest for the preparation of yet 
another Site Management Plan (SMP) for the Mahābodhi Temple complex in Bodhgayā. The 
earlier SMP prepared by the Housing and Urban Development Corporation (HUDCO) and the 
ASI in 2005 has now been tagged as a complete failure by the authorities concerned and also by 
the WHC.  
 
Bodhgayā even before the Buddha’s time was frequently visited by pilgrims from all over the 
place and yet it remained a small and peaceful village until the arrival of religious propagandist 
Anagarika Dharmapāla in 1891. Dharmapāla in a way could be labelled as a separatist who with 
his Mahābodhi Liberation Movement created a divide between the earlier co-existing Hindus and 
Buddhists sharing the multivalent sacred site of the Mahābodhi. What he also did was to sow the 
idea of “owning” a piece of the sacred land when he actively engaged in a legal battle with the 
Hindu mahant to acquire first, the already existing Burmese guest-house, and later, to build his 
own the Mahābodhi Society’s guest-house near the holy Bodhi Tree. Owning and maintaining a 
piece of land near the most sacred place on the earth for Buddhists could be seen as an approach 
to influence and dominate the religious sentiments of pilgrims and lay people alike in area much 
wider than the limits of the sacred geography of Bodhgayā. The shrinking influence of the 
Hindus (though they are still in majority in Bodhgayā) since the remarkable decrease of land 
holdings (in and around the Temple complex) of the Hindu mahant of Bodhagayā Math after the 
handing over of the Temple’s possession and daily management to the Bihar State Government 
in 1953 is a fitting example to illustrate the working of land holdings and the dominance of the 





When during the 2500th Buddha Jayanti celebrations in 1956, Pandit Nehru, the then Prime 
Minister of India, invited India’s neighbouring Buddhist nations to establish their “own” 
respective religious institutions at Bodhgayā. Although, in the past there were several Master 
Plans being prepared for Bodhgayā’s organised growth and development, but none were being 
implemented successfully and in less than fifty years this resulted in Bodhgayā being synonymous 
with haphazard growth, congestion, degradation and the Temple complex mired in corruption, 
crime and shocking sacrilege. Bodhgayā in its present setting is no longer a sleepy village where 
pilgrims and monks used to travel from faraway places to pay their respect to the Bodhi Tree 
and perform rituals; on the contrary, it is now a thriving tourist destination with a few hundred 
guesthouses (both legal and illegal), fifty-one monasteries and temples, which also serve as 
guesthouses, together they all providing accommodation to thousands of visitors visiting the 
sacred Temple complex every year.30 The surrounding farmland around the Temple complex has 
gradually been replaced by proper metalled roads and concrete buildings. The land prices have 
gone so high in Bodhgayā since 2002 (it is when the Mahābodhi Temple complex was inscribed 
in the list of the WHS) that the new monasteries and hotels have to buy the sacred land which 
are up for sale as far as three to five kilometres on either side of the complex. Although as per 
the recommendations of the WHS frameworks (these are not statutory laws) no new 
construction (even within any existing property, except essential infrastructure and cultural 
facility) should be allowed in the core zone and construction in the buffer zone31 should follow 
strict height restrictions and be only of religious and cultural nature, in brief, any new 
construction should be sympathetic to the Mahābodhi Temple both in its construction and use. 
However, during my field-work it was seen on several instances that the foreign Buddhist 
monasteries flouting regulations, as well as evading taxes32 in order to build better and larger 
monasteries and guesthouses, as close as possible to the Temple complex, thus threatening its 
Outstanding Universal Value (see figure 6.23 & 6.24).  
                                                             
30 See Appendix 5 for a brochure of a newly built Vietnamese Monastery. The brochure clearly mention details of its 
guest-room rates and facilities offered to guests. 
 
31 Buffer zone is an area around the Site which has been identified to protect the visual setting of the Site. It serves 
to provide an additional layer of protection to a World Heritage property. Development proposals within the buffer 
zone should be considered for their impact upon the Site. 
 
32 Temples as per Indian laws are not liable for taxes but residential and restaurant facilities are liable for tax. For 
more on tax evasion by foreign monasteries, please see,  













Figure 6.23: The newly built Thai monastery, Wat Pa, on the south side of the main Temple boundary. New constructions are on 










Figure 6.24: Illegal new constructions are happening all over Bodhgayā. These are few examples on the main road leading to the 
Temple complex. Clockwise a) Construction of a food court hardly 100 m from the Temple entrance. b) New second storey 
being constructed at the Mahābodhi Society of India, Bodhgayā compound, 50 m from the main Temple. c) New first storey 
being built at Bangladesh Buddhist Monastery, Bodhgayā, around 150 m from the main Temple.  (Source: By Author 2010-12) 
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Several plans have been formulated to date for the planned development of Bodhgayā, such as 
Heritage Led Development Plan for Bodhgayā, Vision 2005-2031 [drafted by Ministry of Tourism, 
Government of India in 2006]; City Development Plan (CDP) for Bodhgayā under the JNNURM 
[Department of Urban Development, Government of Bihar in July 2006]; Site Management Plan 
[ASI in April 2005]; and several other earlier Master Plan for Bodhgayā [1964; revised in 1973]. 
All these plans propose a set of infrastructure developments for maintaining the Buddhist 
identity of Bodhgayā for the purpose of constructing an authentic experience for tourists mostly 
at the expense of local livelihoods of the residents who live and work within the heritage zone. 
The most recent CDP has proposed development of the city as per the zoning in which a two 
kilometre ‘buffer’ zone protects the ‘core’ religious centre. In this buffer zone, there are strict 
regulations regarding new construction, noise, and pollution, so as not to “disturb the historical 
and visual setting of the heritage site considerably”. In addition, Special Area B is “to be 
developed as a ‘cultural zone,’ in which ‘only religious and related uses should be allowed.’ ”33(see 
Appendix 6) However, these rules are broken to permit building of monasteries such as Wat Pa 
(constructed in 2005, see figure 6.23), which lies on the west of the main Temple complex; 
another quite large Buddhist monastery is under construction in Pachetti village on the edge of 
the Kalachakra maidan (see figure 6.25 c), which is not far from the main Temple; several 
guesthouses are either being completely rebuilt or newly constructed just few metres away from 
the main Temple entrance and all this is happening with the knowledge of the concerned 
authorities. A local authority officer on the condition of anonymity told me that if they challenge 
the construction of illegal construction near the Temple, either they themselves or their family 
members are threatened and might be harmed by goons, hence, they overlook any such activities. 
On the contrary, the locals told me that it has nothing to do with the security of local officials. 
“A lot of money flows whenever the Government authorities object to a specific construction,” 
says a local land broker and “once they get their ‘share,’ they remain blind forever.” Interestingly, 
a visit to Bodhgayā by the World Bank team on the 19th April 2012, suggested the construction 
of a hundred-bed guesthouse for tourists at Dungeśhwarī and Bodhgayā that further supports 
the official vision of recreating Bodhgayā as a world Buddhist centre. It is without a doubt that 
there is a legitimate cause of concern at the way development is happening in and around the 
Mahābodhi Temple complex, but even after several failed attempts, the authorities responsible 
for their implementation are forcing their views on the locals, instead of creating awareness 
                                                             
33 Safaya, et al. (2006: 106-7) City Development Plan for BodhGayā under JNNURM.  
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regarding their ‘own’ heritage among the locals, which would further help them to appreciate the 
value of the existing sacred heritage in and around Bodhgayā.  
 
In recent years, over two dozen new monasteries, almost all with impressive multi-facility 
guesthouses, have come up in Bodhgayā — the place used to have just about six original foreign 
temples apart from the Mahābodhi Temple. In addition, most of the these recent monasteries 
seems to have a competition among themselves to show their financial power by constructing 
higher and more decorated buildings in the vicinity of the Mahābodhi Temple complex. These 
newly constructed structures instead of complementing the old and delicate architectural 
language of the main Mahābodhi Temple could be seen as directly competing against it in terms 
of scale and architectural features (see figure 6.23 & 6.25). Wat Pa (Thailand monastery named 
after Payap-Parutai Shinawatra, younger brother of the deposed Thai Prime Minister, Thaksin 
Shinawatra and elder brother of the current Thai Prime Minister, Yingluck Shinawatra) is merely 
the latest addition (see figure 6.23). Five new monasteries trace their origin to Thailand. “Most of 
the upcoming buildings are owned by very powerful people and politicians. Foreign monasteries 
anyway have no dearth of extra money. Not a single illegal construction has been demolished so 
far and the Master Plan has gone for a toss,” told a private guesthouse owner on condition of 
anonymity. Another local hotelier says that “the approximate lodging capacity of the monasteries 
is four times that of the hotels and on top of that they do not pay any taxes.” This situation has 
certainly created a growing antagonism between local businessmen and foreign religious 
institutions, which are seen as “being wealthy beneficiaries of foreign capital through 
transnational networks of donations and sponsorships.”34 Some of these new (mostly illegal) 
buildings are not only going higher and higher but their location in the close vicinity of the main 
Temple complex also threaten the key visual corridors (see figure 6.26), which again are quite 
significant in maintaining the Outstanding Universal Value of the Mahābodhi Temple complex. 
In addition, tensions and conflicts also simmer beneath the outer layer of peace and harmony 
between the local and foreign Buddhists concerning divergent ritual practices that are sometimes 
incompatible with conservation values, such as painting and draping of Buddha statues; 
gathering of thousands of monks under the Bodhi Tree to chant mantras for days, thus, causing 
great danger to the holy Tree through unnatural soil compaction and noise pollution. By and 
large, the sacred sites of Bodhgayā are being continually revitalised and even reconsecrated, thus, 
converting Bodhgayā’s surrounding wider landscape mainly into a Buddhist holy land. For its 
orderly conversion, often political control was extended and consolidated by gaining control of 
                                                             
34 Geary (2009: 13). 
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the sacred landscape by powerful authorities, through re-appropriating and building sacred sites 
and orienting them to be new religious-political centres.  
Figure 6.25: Clockwise a) The architectural language of the 
Thai temple and monastery does not match with the 
traditional character of Bodhgayā. b) 80 feet stone statue of 
the Buddha was built in 1989 by Daijokyo in Bodhgayā for 
further expansion of Buddhism. Note the high voltage 
electricity pole and mobile tower in the background. c) 3-D 
view of under-construction Amitabha Foundation 
Monastery, around 250 m away from the main Temple. 
The Foundation has been fighting a legal battle with the 
government authorities for not following the rules as the 
monastery is in the WHS zone.  

















Figure 6.26: Figure showing key visual corridors and the impact of various factors on the visual axis leading the Mahābodhi 
Temple complex. (Source: By Author 2012) 
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6.4 Architectural – Ritual Interactions:  Creating Sacred Placeness 
 
Rituals as an “agreed-on and formalised pattern of ceremonial movements and verbal 
expressions carried out in a sacred context” are found in all human communities, though, their 
levels of meanings and functions are significantly different to one another, which are most of the 
times not obvious but latent, obvious only to participants (Livingstone 2005: 81). It would not be 
wrong to say that ritual plays a central role in both Hindu and Mahāyanist Buddhist religions. 
Pilgrimages are part of almost all religions and they are, perhaps the most powerful rituals 
performed by religious members. Circumambulation along the sacred landscape is a very 
important part of both Hindu and Buddhist rituals. The basic requirement of movement in the 
landscape (appropriated or built as in the case of the Mahābodhi Temple complex) govern the 
structure of pilgrimage, for it is in moving that people perceive the oneness with the holy – even 
the layout of cosmos [see figure 6.27 (a), (b), (c)]. It is this relationship between the people 
performing rituals and what they consider sacred that sanctifies the Mahābodhi Temple complex, 
which is both ritually and socially defined. In brief, the sacred architecture, particularly in Indian 















Figure 6.27 (a): Circumambulation (pradaksina) by pilgrims inside the Mahābodhi Temple complex, thus, creating ‘Sacred 





















Figure 6.27 (b): The path of the pilgrim overlaid on the ground 
plan of the Mahābodhi Temple complex ~ inner pradaksina. 











Figure 6.27 (c): The path of the pilgrim 
to cover other religious sites surrounding 
the Mahābodhi Temple complex ~ outer 




The Borobudur Temple compound in central Java, which is one of the most important Buddhist 
monuments in Southeast Asia and also the UNESCO’s World Heritage Site, is another example 
that illustrates how architectural forms and rituals uniquely blend. Borobudur Temple compound 
was built from the eighth and ninth century CE around a hill to form a gigantic structure 
representing Mahāyāna Buddhism’s cosmology as well as its theology. The meaning of this 
monument has been interpreted by several scholars. However, the best interpretation which is 








instrument which assists meditation (see figure 6.28). When pilgrims performs the ritual of 
‘pradaksina’, which consists in moving around the structure by keeping it always on the right 
hand, they would ascend through the three worlds (kamadhatu, rupadhatu, and arupadhatu) and its 
different states of existence in the form of spiral, spiritual circumambulatory path. This ritual 
thus becomes an act of devotion to the stūpa or the representation of the Buddha. 
 
 
Figure 6.28: Left a) Stages of meditation according to the Pāli scriptures. 
Middle b) Path of the meditator. 
Right c) The path of the meditator overlaid on the ground plan of Borobudur. (Source: Govinda, 1976) 
 
It has been argued that the pradaksina movement around a stūpa may have been originated from 
the ancient Indian concept of ‘macrocosm–microcosm parallelism’. A stūpa is regarded as a 
symbol of the centre of the universe, the axis mundi.35 It may then be concluded that the ritual of 
pradaksina, where the pilgrim circumambulate in a clockwise direction around the stūpa (or even 
a temple, in that sense), this mental activity/ state is the re-enactment of the relationship between 
the macrocosm and the microcosm. The wave of a pilgrim’s direction is compared to the current 
in the cosmic ocean which flows around the cosmic mountain (Jumsai, 1987: 184). Hence, it 
could be argued that it is during this ritual that a pilgrim and universe are unified as one. 
 
The Mahābodhi appeals to a large mass of people from multiple nations for many different 
reasons, though mainly religious. The Temple receives millions of visitors every year (over three 
million in 2011). Since these visitors travel all the way to Bodhgayā for different purposes, such 
as pilgrimage (explicitly religious) and cultural tourism (explicitly secular), which have a 
                                                             
35 Axis mundi, is the vertical feature seen as the ‘Centre’ of the world and as linking together all three cosmic levels – 
Heaven, Earth, and Hell. It is at this ‘Centre’ that the break-through on to another plane, hence, making 
communication among three cosmic zones possible (Eliade 1959: 42).  Based on Eliade view, it could be said that 
India, Bodhgaya, the Mahābodhi Temple all represents the image of the Universe and the Centre of the world. 
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significant overlap and hence, often complex and resulting in one being indistinguishable from 
the other. Nevertheless, it creates polarities between different types of visitors that could be 
clearly observed, especially while they practice their respective rituals at the Mahābodhi Temple 
complex. While some pilgrims perform circumambulation (pradaksina) around the main Temple, 
always clockwise, some count their beads and chant mantras while rotating their prayer-wheels, 
some make prostrations, some sit silently under the Bodhi Tree and meditate while some practise 
walking-meditation, some tie Buddhist flags and banners to the stone railing around the Tree and 
the Temple, some apply gold-leaf to the stone railing and to Padmapani Bodhisattva statue 
located in one of niches in the lower part of the Mahābodhi,  some gather the fallen leaves from 
the Bodhi Tree early in the morning, some offer gifts such as flowers, cloth with the Buddhist 
sacred symbols, coins, some revere the Temple, the Tree, and the Buddha’s feet by touching 
them with their hands and forehead, some just gather around the open space near the Tree and 
listen to the sermons delivered by monastics, while others simply relax on lawns around the 
Temple. 
 
Although, there is no restriction on the visit of Hindu visitors to the Temple complex but during 
my several visits it was still felt that they were not welcomed by the majority of Buddhist visitors 
who seem to monopolize the sacred site of the Mahābodhi. And even Hindu visitors to the 
Mahābodhi Temple complex did not show the fervent devotion to the Temple and the Bodhi 
Tree that they used to display at other Hindu sacred sites such as Benares, Puri, Dwarka, or 
Rameshwaram. Muchalinda Sarovar is definitely an exception during the śrāddha period when 
many groups of Hindu pilgrims dominate the site and practice their own particular rituals as per 
Hindu Shastras integrating them with the surrounding landscape, thus creating what I describe as 
“sacred placeness” – the architectural-ritual interactions, and also adding to ritual pluralism of 

























Figure 6.29: Hindu pilgrims performing the śrāddha ceremony under the holy pipal tree near Muchalinda Sarovar at the Mahābodhi 
Temple complex. (Source: By Author 2011) 
 
One of the examples witnessed by me at Muchalinda Sarovar (earlier known as Buddha Pokhar or 
Buddha Ganga) situated at south of the Mahābodhi Temple complex illustrates the emergence of 
sacred placeness as a result of each group following what is important to them. A party 
consisting of fifteen Hindu pilgrims (some of them accompanied by their wives and mothers) 
mainly from the north of India and one local gayāwal entered the crowded Temple complex. 
These Hindu pilgrims after performing Gayā-śrāddha ritual came to the Mahābodhi as it is 
considered as one of the vedis prescribed in the Hindu Shastras to perform “sacred 
performances”36 of offering pindas to the spirits of the dead (a Hindu ancestral rite) [see figure 
6.29). The śrāddha pilgrims were exceedingly careful not to have any physical contact with 
Buddhist pilgrims present in the Temple complex. After entering through the main gate, they all 
straightaway went to the chabutra (platform) near bathing ghats (as they were known earlier) of 
Muchalinda Sarovar unlike their Buddhist counterparts who would visit first either the main 
Temple or Bodhi Tree. This clearly suggests existence of a demarcation of sacred space between 
Hindus and Buddhists at the Mahābodhi Temple complex. At the platform, under the shade of 
another sacred fig tree (not to be confused with the Bodhi Tree) they seated themselves in a line, 
with the gayāwal standing in front to give them instructions. A brief vedic dedication (sankalpa) 
                                                             
36 This term has been borrowed from Vidyarthi (1961: 30) The Sacred Complex in Hindu Gayā. The author used the 
term “sacred performance” to describe many varieties of ritual and devotional activities carried out by Hindus at 
sacred centres in Gayā. 
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ceremony was then performed through which the sacrificer discloses his identity and invokes his 
manes by their names and clan (gotra). Pindas (‘rice-balls’ or as some Western scholars translate it 
as ‘rice-cake’) were then formed of cooked rice and milk, slightly smaller than a ping-pong ball in 
size. These pindas represents the manes for whom the śrāddha ceremony was celebrated. The 
number of pindas varies with the number of ancestors for whom the rites are performed. The size 
and materials of their composition also vary as per the caste and origin of the pilgrim. Although, 
pindas should be only made with the right-hand, but I saw pilgrims using their both hands. When 
I questioned, the gayāwal, regarding this, he politely told me that since they are in a hurry, he does 
not mind it. And also he does not strictly object to any minor deviations as the purpose of the 
whole ritual is to bring peace of mind to pilgrims. Once prepared, each pinda was invoked 
individually and was placed with twigs of the holy basil (tulsi) plant and pieces of money in a 
small dish, which were afterwards kept with the gayāwal. Pindas was later scattered on top with 
white flowers, sacred kusá-grass, and few pieces of thread of an unused cloth, which symbolizes 
garments of the manes. Kusá-grass was also twisted around the fingers of all sacrificers as it is 
believed to purify their hands for conducting the sacred rites. Kusá-grass was also used to 
sprinkle water out of small pots on to the pindas. All the ritual offerings were accompanied by 
repeated recitation of hymns under the direction of the gayāwal. At the end of the ceremony, a 
prayer was said to God to pardon any mistake or wrongdoing occurred during the course of the 
śrāddha ceremony. The whole rite concluded with pilgrims prostrating before the officiating 
gayāwal to seek his blessing after paying his due gifts (daksina).The gayāwal then touched them on 
the back and blessed them by pronouncing the word ‘suphal’ (success-declaration), which means 
that the worship has been successful to secure salvation for ancestors and great blessings for the 
sacrificer. Before the pilgrims left for another structured experience, to visit other sacred sites in 
the Temple complex such as the Pancha Pandava temple, Śivalinga inside the main temple 
sanctuary, and the Bodhi Tree under which the bhagwaan Buddha (considered by some Hindus to 
be the ninth incarnation of Vishnu) attained enlightenment, they kept the pindas and other 
offerings near the base of the Aśokan column in the middle of the courtyard fronting 
Muchalinda Sarovar so that they could be eaten by birds and other animals but these offerings 
were later swept by cleaners as soon as pilgrims left the place. Interestingly, they did this rapid 
cleaning act not as part of their job to keep the Temple complex clean but more for the share of 
money which they got from gayāwals.  
 
It is important to mention that according to my observation, I found that the whole śrāddha 
practices being tailored to suit the time in hand, economic status of the pilgrims, and also other 
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local practices. Even the motives and expectations were also greatly varied as the gayāwals 
emphasized that it is possible to perform all ancestral rites associated with Saraswatī Tīrth; 
Matangavāpī; and Dharmāranya – all of which are situated several miles from the Temple – from 
the Mahābodhi Temple compound itself without causing any inconvenience to pilgrims to travel 
across the river and climb hills. Almost all Buddhist pilgrims present at the Temple complex 
during the time of the śrāddha ceremony being performed by the group of Hindus were oblivious 




6.4.1 Tripping with God: Seeking Adventure and Solace at Sacred Sites 
 
Anthropologists have typically understood the symbolic and structural attributes of pilgrimage as 
a “liminial” time, when differences and social hierarchies collapse (“anti-structure”) as the sacred 
merges opposites (“communitas”) [Turner, V (1969), (1974);  Turner, V & Turner, E (1978)]. 
However, the social differences of gender and caste do not entirely break down – as seen in the 
Mahābodhi where Hindu women are not allowed to perform śrāddha ceremony and Hindu 
pilgrims do not feel welcomed. And it is not just the Hindu pilgrims, even neo-Buddhists 
(converted lower-caste and outcast sections of Indian society, also called as Ambedkarites) are 
looked down upon by Buddhist born pilgrims. Turner’s model of communitas does not fully 
confirm the experiences of individuals, their motivations, and goals of pilgrimage. As Turner’s 
treatise is based on the research about Christian pilgrimage its interpolation to either Hindu or 
Buddhist pilgrimage should be done with caution. Nevertheless, Turner’s concepts are a valuable 
resource for scholars of anthropology. 
 
Pilgrimages in the modern times have moved from being completely religious to secular as well. I 
met several young pilgrims in Bodhgayā who chose their destination for personal rather than 
ordained reasons. Few pilgrims even told me that the pilgrimage is part of their travel and 
holiday plans. These young pilgrims adapt rituals and practices learnt from elders to suit their 
own reasons. A young Tibetan Buddhist from Dharamshala told me that he doesn’t believe that 
the Buddha has done something at the holy sites including Bodhgayā. To him, the Buddha’s 
teachings are practical and Buddhism is more of a philosophy than a religion. It is about non-
violence and peace and hence, he likes visiting the Bodhi Tree at the Mahābodhi Temple, which 
to him welcomes and shelters pilgrims with open arms. During the 13th Kalachakra Puja in 
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January 2012, more than 200,000 visitors came to Bodhgayā not just because they follow His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama but since most of them have seen what he has accomplished and that’s 
why they feel that he is a holy man. Lobsang Choedak, the media officer of the Kalachakra 
arrangement committee told me that the main attraction of this ongoing festival is His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama. He further said that “devotees are here to hear him, watch him from close range 
and feel spiritualism in his presence.”37 
 
 
6.4.2 “May We Have the Great Fortune to Meet Again and Again Under the Sacred 
Bodhi Tree” 
 
Buddhist monks in saffron robes from Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, and Vietnam, in grey and 
black robes from Korea and Japan, in red robes from Tibet, Mongolia, Bhutan, and Nepal all 
have their own way to perform rituals in the Temple, around the Bodhi Tree, and in the larger 
area around it. Circumambulation around the main Temple while constantly moving their prayer-
beads is the common ritual performed by all of them. A large group of Buddhist monastics 
reciting ancient Buddhist texts under the Bodhi Tree is also a common sight especially during 
major celebrations that take place all around the year (see figure 6.30). The vajrasanā (Diamond 
throne) and the Bodhi Tree are the most venerated objects, although both these objects have 
recently become inaccessible to visitors as a golden fence around them is usually locked. The 
visitors could still view the vajrasanā and the Bodhi Tree through the gap between the fences. It is 
the desire of almost every pilgrim visiting the sacred site to sit under the holy Tree and recite 
Buddhist chants and pay their homage to the Buddha and the Tree under which He obtained 
enlightenment. A special permission could be obtained by a pilgrim to climb up to the first floor 
level of the Temple and from the terrace above could directly look down at the Tree (and could 








                                                             









(the full moon day in 
May) 
Three important events of 
Buddhas life took place on this 
day – birth; enlightenment; and 
mahaparinirvana. Buddhists from 
all over the world come to 
Bodhgayā on this day to pay 
homage to the Lord. 
Decoration of the Temple, lighting 
and illuminations, arrangement for 
morning prayers of a large assembly, 
colourful peace procession by 
monks, worship with large offerings, 
distribution of sweets and snacks to 
the school children, religious 




Held around January, 
not a regular 
ceremony 
Kalachakra Puja has been held at 
Bodhgayā under the leadership of 
H.H. the Dalai Lama. The 13th 
Kalachakra Puja (1st – 10th Jan 
’12) attended by more than 
250,000 devotees. 
Prayers are held for peace and well-





The world peace 
ceremony is organised 
by the Nyngma sect 
of the Tibetan 
Buddhists and 
devotees all over the 
world. 
Each year the TNM Committee 
and the Tibetan Aid Project 
sponsor the publication of books, 
art prints, and ritual objects to be 
distributed at World Peace 
ceremonies. 
Peace ceremony includes daily 
special prayers, chanting of various 
sūtras, burning of butter lamps, 
offerings of flowers and garlands to 







Held during ten days 
in the month of 
December every year.  
The Light of Buddhadharma 
Foundation International is the 
chief organiser of the event. 
Event is used for the reviving the 
Buddhadharma in India. 
Chanting of various Pāli Tipitaka 
suttas, evening Dharma talks. 





October – November 
 
End of rainy season retreat by 
monks. 











14th April  Prayer meetings, special programs 
organised. 
Hiroshima Day 6th August  Peace prayer meetings. 




September – October 
 
Important period for Hindus. Special prayers and offerings to 
Bhagwan Buddha near Muchalinda 
Sarovar. 
Chhath puja March – April ** 
(Also celebrated in 
October – November) 
 
 
Important day for Hindus. Special prayers and offerings; 
bathing in Muchalinda tank. 
(** During summer season 
Nirañjanā River has little or no 
water, hence, the puja is performed 
at Muchalinda Sarovar, which is also 
considered sacred to Hindus). 
 




A typical day at the Mahābodhi Temple complex includes the following Buddhist rituals: 
(Source: By Author 2012) 
 
The area around the Bodhi Tree is always charged with meditative atmosphere with pilgrims 
chanting, making prostrations, circumambulating, sitting or walking in meditation, offering gifts, 
and some just gaze at the Tree and the holy spot in great reverence. The Bodhi Tree acts like a 
magnetic attraction to all those huge numbers of pilgrims who flocked from far flung areas to be 
united with the sacred landscape by celebrating Buddhist rituals in their very own different ways. 
This union or integration of the sacred space with constant ritual performances creates what I 
term as “sacred placeness”. I will describe below two such ritual performances that are 
celebrated annually with the help of foreign Buddhist donors and are dedicated to reviving the 
Buddha Dharma in India and abroad.  
  
The 29th Kagyu Monlam was held from the 1st-8th March 2012 under the Bodhi Tree. Kagyu 
Monlam is an annual affair which has regularly being held in Bodhgayā since 1983. This time the 
17th Gyalwang Karmapa and other high lamas presided over an assembly of thousands of monks, 
nuns and lay devotees to pray for the well-being of the world and for all sentient beings to be 
touched by the wisdom, compassion and power of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. Gyalwang 
Karmapa gave a public teaching connected with the practice of the Buddha Akshobhya (Tibetan: 
Mitrukpa) and the Buddha Amitabha. His Holiness the Dalai Lama also gave oral instructions on 
different meditations, and gave a commentary each day on one of the specific prayers for that 
day. In addition, there were prayers recited for the well-being of Tibet. At night, the whole 
Temple complex was illuminated with several thousand colourful lights as a mark of respect. 
 
Timing Routine 
5:00 am Opening of the Mahābodhi Temple. 
5:30 am Buddha Puja, Sūtras Chanting, and Meditation by monks of different Buddhist 
monasteries as fixed by the BTMC. 
10:00am Offering of kheer (rice pudding) to the Buddha in the main shrine in commemoration 
of the great Upasika Sujata by the BTMC’s priest. 
6:00 pm Evening Buddha Puja by monks of different Buddhist monasteries as fixed by the 
BTMC. 
Throughout the day Meditation by individuals and groups throughout the time of the opening of the 
Temple till closing of the same. The venue of the meditation is either the meditation 
chamber on the first floor of the Temple, or the main shrine room or any congenial 
place of choice in the Mahābodhi Temple complex.  
9:00 pm Closing of the Mahābodhi Temple. 
Throughout night Night meditation for selected pilgrims. 
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During the course of the first International Pāli Tipitaka Chanting Ceremony in 2006, two 
meetings were held under the Bodhi Tree attended by representatives of all traditions. It was 
agreed to form a council to continue these ceremonies annually, seek donors and patrons from 
other lands, and otherwise support and encourage the Pāli Tipitaka chanting. Those attending 
established the Pāli Tipitaka International Council to oversee future annual chanting ceremonies 
and agreed on the texts to be chanted. The 7th International Tipitaka Chanting Ceremony was 
held from the 2nd-12th December 2011. During this time, close to 2000 participants joined the 
ceremony and honoured the perfect teachings of the Lord Buddha under the sacred Bodhi 
Tree.  In addition, to the all-day chanting of the Tipitaka, evening Dharma talks were held under 
the sacred Bodhi Tree from different Therāvada countries. It was a beautiful ten day recitation of 
the Samyutta Nikaya. The organisers (LBDFI-India) also supported practitioners to do all night 
meditation inside the main Temple from 9 pm until 4 am. In addition, organisers also distributed 
printed copies of volumes of Tipitaka to be chanted during the ceremony. On the last day of the 
ceremony, candles were lighted under the holy Bodhi Tree. During the break every day, 
donations in the form of money were also distributed among monks by the rich devotees. Some 
‘seasonal’38 local Buddhist monks would wait for hours sitting on a nearby platform (plinth of a 
large ancient stūpa) only to receive donations. There was a clear sense that these local Buddhists 
(some of them looked quite poor and untidy), if I may call them Buddhists, are definitely not 
welcomed among the other Buddhist monastic communities, which were chanting under the 
holy Tree.   
 
It is clear that the sacred Bodhi Tree is definitely the most venerated object in the Mahābodhi 
Temple complex. Almost all the Buddhist religious organisations based in Bodhgayā organise 
some sort of religious activity (irrespective of scale) throughout the year under the sacred Bodhi 
Tree (see figure 6.30). The large scale rituals arranged under the Bodhi Tree require official 
permission from the BTMC, which is generally granted, although, they know that the sacred 
Tree has been dying slowly (as per the report of the Forest Research Institute, Dehradun who 
have been appointed as the Tree Consultant by the BTMC since 2010) and any large gathering 
such as Kagyu Monlam or Tipitaka chanting under it would only aggravate the damage to its 
                                                             
38 I was told by the locals that since devotees from foreign countries give money as donations to Buddhist monks to 
gain merit, several poor locals both young and old would dress in a saffron robe during the tourist season (October-
February) only to collect money to enjoy during the rest of the year. They have absolutely no knowledge of 
Buddhism except that they could chant, “Buddhaṃ śaraṇaṃ gacchāmi, Dharmaṃ śaraṇaṃ gacchāmi, Saṃghaṃ śaraṇaṃ 
gacchāmi” and could speak few words in English such as father, mother, dead, etc. only to fool devotees.   
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roots and hence, immensely decrease its life span. A team of heritage conservation experts, 
which included former Director of the ASI, the late Mr Jagapati Joshi, visited the Temple in 
2005 and some of the recommendations submitted by the expert team to the BTMC were: (i) to 
remove white marble flooring around the Temple as it was damaging both to the structure of the 
Temple and roots of the Bodhi Tree; (ii) to remove golden railings all around the Bodhi Tree; 
and (iii) to address the issue of excessive light and noise pollution around the Tree. Even after 
seven years of the submission of the report and, I am sure it has been read by all the BTMC 
officials, nothing has happened till date. It is interesting to note that the white marble flooring, 
golden railings, flood lights to decorate the Temple at night are all donated by the devoted 
Buddhist pilgrims from all over the world and hence, could not be removed even though they 
are damaging the sacred landscape as this might make the rich foreign donors unhappy and 
decrease the inflow of foreign funds to the Temple. 
 
 
6.5 Packaging Bodhgayā as a Sacred Buddhist Site: Marketing “Brand Buddha” 
 
The World Heritage Sites all over the world attract millions of tourists. Tourism as an industry 
could be a great economic booster for any nation. However, like every coin, it has two sides, the 
same tourism could well harm the authenticity of the heritage site and its surroundings, gentrify 
the place, and significantly change the landscape of the site. In the case of Bodhgayā, only in the 
last decade, several acres of agricultural land gave way for swanky hotels and guesthouses, and 
large Buddhist monasteries appeared in the close vicinity of the Mahābodhi Temple. In recent 
years, the sacred site of the Mahābodhi has been transformed into a global Buddhist bazaar. 
Here one could experience a huge overlap between sacred pilgrimage and cultural tourism 
together forming a complex system. It is interesting to note that, be it the locals or foreigners, 
monastics or state authorities, all are marketing the “Brand Buddha” and trying hard to sell the 
universal spirituality to attract material gains and political mileage. 
 
Local shopkeepers and stall wallahs are the ones most affected by the Mahābodhi Temple’s 
World Heritage Site status both in a good and bad way depending on their financial status and 
their political contacts. For example, the street stalls wallahs selling puja products such as flowers, 
incense sticks, prayer flags, etc. near the main Temple area are generally forced to close their 
stalls sometimes for few days due to some very important person’s visit to the Mahābodhi 
Temple. The government officials’ state security issues for the same and of course 
228 
 
“beautification” being another hidden agenda. Most of the street stalls wallahs who work and 
sustain their families on a daily basis live under a continuous threat. Few years ago, the local 
authorities based on the recommendation of various heritage related plans such as Site 
Management Plan, City Development Plan, etc., against the wishes of street stalls wallahs 
relocated a large number of them from near the Temple compound to the back of the Birla 
Temple around 500 metres from their earlier location. Most of them suffered major losses and 
either left the business or went back to their earlier location illegally. In my interviews with many 
of these vendors, they often responded: “The officials do not want to understand that pilgrims 
would not travel out of their way to buy ritual items and pilgrimage souvenirs, they want them at 
the doorstep of the Temple. They keep relocating us as we are poor and do not have political 
connections.” It is important to note that most of these street stalls wallahs are quite poor and 
only put up their stalls during the four-month tourist season in Bodhgayā and the rest of the year 
either work as labourers in other big cities or work in the fields of rich land-lords. During the 
Bihar State elections in October–November 2010, the local politician and also the Minister,  
Urban Development and Housing Department of Bihar, Mr Prem Kumar visited Bodhgayā for 
his political campaign and when approached by the committee of the local vendors while he was 
at the BTMC’s office, promised them that they would not be relocated during the four-month of 
the tourist season and they could 
continue their businesses as usual 
without any fear. This could be 
viewed as a typical example of 
capitalizing on people’s vulnerable 
condition and the “Brand Buddha.”   
 
 
Figure 6.31: Street vendor selling puja material 
outside the Mahābodhi Temple entrance. The 
Mahābodhi shopping complex can be seen in the 
background. (Source: By Author 2011) 
 
However, it is not just the street vendors but the local Mahābodhi shopping complex at the 
entrance of the Temple (see figure 6.31) that was built by the local authority stating local 
development and tourism factors is also in continuous threat to be demolished since 2002. There 
are a total fifty-eight shops in the complex. Of them, the Bodhgayā Temple 
Management Committee (BTMC) owns twenty-seven, the Bihar State Tourism Development 
Corporation (BSTDC) owns twenty-three, and the remaining eight are owned by the 
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Bodhgayā Nagar Panchayat. Some of the shopkeepers have been running their businesses for 
generations. Yet, as soon as the Temple complex got the WHS designation, the government 
authorities planned to demolish the shopping complex in order to segregate the sacred site from 
the contemporary world and to make it look authentic. The shopkeepers protested against the 
demolition and their relocation to another site far from the Temple complex and got a reprieve 
from the authorities when they suspended their order. But this was only a temporary relief for 
them as they kept receiving eviction notice every alternate year. Most recently in July 2011, all the 
shopkeepers received another notice from the local authorities to either relocate or their shops 
would be sealed on the 31st July 2011. The shopkeepers appealed against the order and got 
another short-term relief.  Although, it has been more than ten years since this impasse started, 
still no solution has been found. It is important to note that the authorities are only interested in 
preserving the authenticity of the past in the form of its appearance so that it could be packaged 
and sold as something universally accepted as the World Heritage Site.   
 
During the peak tourist season of November to March every year when several Buddhist 
celebrations are organised in Bodhgayā by various Buddhist organisations, the whole place gets 
transformed into an organised chaos with thriving Buddhist community of monastics and lay 
pilgrims chanting mantras and several thousands of Tibetans running businesses in the Tibetan 
refugee market selling devotional items, clothes, blankets, carpets, jewellery, etc. (see figure 6.32). 
Some Tibetans even set up temporary food stalls at 
places designated by the local authorities. At 
Bodhgayā during this time of the year, the 
commercial value of the site invades the sacred 
placeness and significantly alters the present-day 
pilgrims’ experience from that of Fa Xian, Xuan 
Zang, Asoka or even Dharmapāla.     







Figure 6.32: Commercialization takes over the sacred in Bodhgayā 
during the peak tourist season. Shops and buyers could be seen 
everywhere and the whole sacred atmosphere transform into a 
Buddhist mela (fair). (Source: By Author 2011) 
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6.5.1 Government-Led Development – “This is How Things are Done in Bihar” 
 
“To develop Bodhgayā as an international tourist destination by preserving its cultural heritage 




The first plan for the development of Bodhgayā town, “Draft Master Plan for Bodhgayā” was 
prepared in 1964 under an initiative by the Ministry of Tourism, Government of India and 
published in 1966. It was revised in the year 1973 and was finally approved in November 1973. 
This Master Plan was again revised in 1989 to meet aspirations and changing requirements of the 
locals and tourists, and finally got the approval in 1991. After 2002 World Heritage Site 
designation to the Mahābodhi Temple complex, the authorities got back in action and prepared 
another revised development plan in 2005, “Heritage Led Perspective Development Plan for 
Bodhgayā, Vision 2005 – 2031” and several other related plans, such as “Site Management Plan for 
the Mahābodhi Temple complex” (April 2005), “City Development Plan for Bodhgayā under the JNNURM” 
(July 2006), “City Development Plan 2010 – 2030: Bodhgayā”. All plans emphasized on striving to 
achieve a conservation conscious, socially responsible, environmentally friendly and 
economically successful spatial development and at the same time, attempts to retain Bodhgayā’s 
unique character. One other important point that all plans highlight is the status of Bodhgayā as 
a heritage city. The “Heritage Led Perspective Development Plan Vision 2005 – 2031” states the 
following in its vision statement (pp. 12-3): 
 
“The city of Bodhgayā is not only a physical entity, but also has a large spiritual content. . . The 
plan visualizes the development of Bodhgayā as a “World Buddhist Centre”, a centre of learning, 
a green, healthy, humane town with equitable social opportunity for all and pilgrim destination 
that provides glimpses of the land of enlightenment as it used to be in the times of Buddha. 
Bodhgayā should have an ambience that is comparable in spiritual and cultural fabric to Vatican 
or Mecca and at the same time have the infrastructure of a vibrant, thriving town where the local 
community can live, work and practice their religious faiths without feeling alienated. . . The 
town would also be the place of pilgrimage with adequate infrastructure and facilities to welcome 
the visitors.” 
                                                             
39 Safaya (2006: 2). Interestingly, City Development Plan for twenty-eight cities in Bihar could be accessed through 
the government website, http://urban.bih.nic.in/, and all of them are prepared by one private firm, Intercontinental 
Consultants and Technocrats Private Limited, based in Delhi. When I browsed their company website, I found 
absolutely no mention about the company’s experience or expertise with heritage or heritage-related fields. 
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There cannot be any doubt that the planning is a continuous process and change is inevitable, 
but the question arises that what is the use of all the planning and meetings when everything gets 
lost in papers only? On conducting a comparative analysis of what was proposed in the earlier 
plans and what has been done, it is observed that most of the provisions of plans have not been 
taken up as yet. Major development has come up around the Temple area and along riverside 
road where major parks and playground were proposed as per the 1991 Master Plan. There has 
been significant increase in illegal commercial activities such as unauthorised shops, guesthouses, 
etc. leading to haphazard growth along the major roads. Proposed roads have not yet been 
constructed, only some scattered links have been developed. The proliferation of hotels and 
guesthouses without any architectural control has devalued the landscape of the whole area. 
Major institutions and monasteries have come up on the land proposed for residential and 
recreational uses. Residential use is still mostly concentrated around the Temple complex and 
around the riverside road and has been developed as a mixed land use. One does not have to be 
a genius to understand that in order for any development plan to be effective, the 
implementation mechanism should be streamlined and made accountable. Sadly, the 
implementation authority for the City Development Plan, the Gayā Regional Development 
Authority, was dissolved soon after the Plan was implemented. And the BTMC is currently in 
the process of preparing another Site Management Plan for the Mahābodhi Temple complex as the 




6.5.2 Embark on a Luxurious Journey to Find the Path of True Knowledge, 
Enlightenment and Salvation  
 
Tourism sector’s contribution to Indian GDP and foreign exchange is one of the highest. If the 
report by the Global Heritage Fund to be believed, India could tap a USD 100 billion-a-year 
tourism opportunity by 2025. India has an abundance of Buddhist sites and every Indian State 
wants to promote them for tourism and subsequently get more foreign exchange into their 
exchequer. Bihar attracts both domestic and international tourists mainly for its sacred Buddhist 
monuments. The Bihar State Government is perhaps leaving no stone unturned when it comes 
to viewing heritage tourism as a core economic growth strategy. In recent years, they have started 
plying luxury buses for tourists and also set up hotels near famous Buddhist monuments 
including the Mahābodhi Temple. The coveted trademark of the “World Heritage Site” was 
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given to the Mahābodhi Temple in 2002 and since then has been used to commercialize the 
Outstanding Universal Value of this sacred site by advertisements, package tours, and luxury 
accommodation.  
 
On the 12th November 2011, the Crown Prince of Thailand together with his family and a high 
profile entourage that included Thai ministers, businesspersons and ranking officials of State 
enterprises and the Government travelled to Bodhgayā on a “Journey of Faith”. Hours before 
this high profile journey of faith, the whole area from Bodhgayā airport to the Mahābodhi 
Temple complex was cordoned off and no Hindu was allowed inside the Temple complex. This 
journey was to mark the 50th anniversary of Thai Airways and expected to boost religious 
tourism in India. The passengers on this flight paid a whooping USD 16,666 (approx.) for a 
return journey and were presented with a royal insignia pin — made of royal blue enamel and 
diamonds. However, not everyone is fortunate enough like the Crown Prince to fly a chartered 
plane to visit the sacred site of the Mahābodhi in Bodhgayā. In fact most of the tourists visiting 
Bodhgayā have to rely on the mercy of unlicensed tour agents, which could be found almost 
everywhere during the peak tourist season. Tourism has boomed in Bodhgayā in the last few 
years and has made more and more young locals to join this industry in many ways such as tour 
operators to other Buddhist sites in India, interpreters, tour guides, and taxi drivers. Many tour 
operators from abroad also collaborate with these local agents in providing a tailor-made 
Buddhist circuit tour for their clients visiting Bodhgayā and other Buddhist sites.  
 
Cashing in on the popularity of Buddhist sites, the Indian Railways also launched a Buddhist 
circuit special train originating and terminating in Delhi named as “Mahaparinirvāna Express,” 
which in eight or nine days travel around twelve major Buddhist sites including Bodhgayā and a 
non-Buddhist site, the Taj Mahal in Agra (Uttar Pradesh). The term ‘Mahaparinirvāna’ literally 
means ‘death/ final extinction,’ and to name a special train as a “Mahaparinirvāna Express” 
might not be very attractive to some Buddhist tourists. In addition, to visit twelve different 
Buddhist places, which are at quite a distance away from each other (one of places in the 
itinerary is Lumbini, which is in Nepal) in a short span of eight or nine days might not strongly 
appeal some tourists who would like to experience these significant Buddhist places by spending 
more time at one place. The Indian Railways through its partner agencies strongly market 
Mahaparinirvāna Express not just in India but also in the neighbouring Buddhist countries. In 
December 2012, the Indian Railways also added some Buddhist places in Odisha to 
Mahaparinirvāna Express itinerary to attract more foreign tourists. However, it inaugural journey 
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was cancelled citing too few bookings as none of the Odisha places added have any strong 
appeal for their Buddhist significance. Very recently, the Bihar State Tourism Development 
Corporation also started plying luxury buses on ten routes covering Buddhist circuits in Bihar, 
West Bengal, and Uttar Pradesh.40  
Unfortunately, most people and organisations 
including the Central and State Governments have 
been talking about the change and development, but 
nothing much happened on the ground except for 
press conferences and official visits by the 
concerned officials (see figure 6.33). And the locals 
in Bodhgayā are struggling for basic amenities such 
as 
electricity, proper drainage, safe drinking water, 
clean air, schools and metalled roads. Pilgrims and 
tourists travel from faraway places to Bodhgayā to 
be able to pay their respects, gain some merit and be 
inspired by the place, however, many are 
disappointed by the conditions of the sites and their 
surroundings and difficulty they encounter.  
 
Figure 6.33: Since April 2006 (publication date of this article), the 
Government of India has appointed three different Union Minsters 
of Tourism, who have their very own agenda. Hence, it is not 
surprising that in the last few years very little progress has been made 
in the development of Bodhgayā and the Buddhist circuit. (Source: 
The Times of India [New Delhi edition], April 17, 2006) 
                                                             




6.5.3 A Bodhi Tree in My Backyard, Please: To Own the Sacred, to Control the People  
 
The holy Bodhi Tree is undeniably the most potent symbol of Buddha’s enlightenment and the 
birth of Buddhism. It is indeed the most significant sacred element in the whole Temple 
complex; yet, in recent years, several controversies damaged the Tree both spiritually and 
physically. In 2006, reports were flashed on national television screens about vandals cutting out 
a branch which might have been sold to wealthy Thai pilgrims for INR 6 crores (approx. USD 
1.5 million). The government and the BTMC officials denied the claims41 and the then Chief-
Priest, Bhadant Bodhipal who was at the centre of the controversy claimed that the said branch 
was pruned in 1978 as per the recommendation of botanists working with the Temple. In 2007, 
Bhodhipal, Chief Priest of the Mahābodhi Temple and the former Secretary of the BTMC, Mr 
Kalicharan Singh Yadav were granted anticipatory bail by the Patna High Court in the complaint 
case (No. 850/2007). Since the incident, Bodhipal resigned from his post and in 2008, was again 
accused of theft when some missing donated ornaments were recovered from his residence. Mr 
Yadav gave the whole incident a political twist and said that “the charges against him were 
political, trumped up only after his party lost power in Bihar.”42 The charge of cutting the branch 
of the holy Bodhi Tree is currently sub judice, however, several other allegations of deeper 
wrongdoings still surface now and then.  
 
The story of the “self-detached” branch of the original Bodhi Tree in Bodhagayā, which was 
brought to Anurādhapura by Sanghamitra is well known but there are two more recorded 
instances of the saplings from the holy Tree being re-planted elsewhere. While Buddha was still 
alive, he sanctioned the planting of a seed from the Bodhi Tree in Bodhgayā in front of the 
gateway of Jetavana monastery near Sravasti in North India so that lay pilgrims could still make 
their offerings while the Lord was away on pilgrimage. On its transit from Bodhgayā to Sravasti, 
the seed miraculous sprouted into fifty cubit high plant, which was later planted under the 
direction of Buddha’s disciple, Ananda and in order to consecrate it, the Buddha himself spent 
                                                             
41 An inquiry report submitted by Magadha Division Commissioner Mr K P Rammaiah and Gayā Chief Judicial 
Magistrate clearly states that Bodhipal ordered one of the temple employees, Deepak Malakar, to cut a branch from 
the Mahābodhi Tree and bring it to his temple residential quarters. The sworn affidavit filed by Deepak Malakar, the 
Temple gardener, ultimately pinned Bodhipal down, as Malakar confessed to cutting the branch on July 10, 2006 
after being ordered by the Chief Priest to cut and carry it to his quarters. 
 
42 Accessed January 2011, http://www.buddhistchannel.tv/index.php?id=42,5857,0,0,1,0 
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one night under it in meditation. This tree is presently known as the Ananda Bodhi tree. In 
1913, Anagarika Dharmapāla took a sapling of the Bodhi Tree to Hawai’i, where he presented it 
to his benefactor, Mary Foster – who had funded much of his Buddhist missionary work. She 
planted it in the grounds of her house in Honolulu, where it still exists in the Foster Botanical 
Garden. According to the Mahāvamsa, in 288 BCE, Sanghamitra, daughter of Emperor Aśhoka, 
travelled to Sri Lanka with a sapling of the holy Bodhi Tree from Bodhgayā to be later planted at 
Anurādhapura. This Tree even exists today making it the oldest and most authentic Bodhi Tree. 
The present Bodhi Tree at Bodhgayā was also re-planted from the sapling of same Bodhi Tree in 
Anurādhapura by General Cunningham in the late nineteenth century CE.  
 
There are several instances in recent years when the Bodhi Tree saplings from Bodhgayā are 
distributed to Buddhist delegates from foreign countries as in the case of the first Global 
Buddhist Congregation, which was held on the 30th November 2011 in Delhi. During this 
Congregation, delegates from forty-six countries - from the Therāvada, Mahāyāna and Vajrayana 
traditions - were given saplings of the Bodhi Tree to be planted in their countries. Another 
recent tradition which is in vogue these days is to plant saplings of the Bodhi Tree across 
important parks in India. One such sapling was planted by the Chief Minister of Bihar, Mr Nitish 
Kumar, at the Buddha Smriti Park in Patna on the 28th May 2011 and the other by His Holiness 
the Dalai Lama on the 3rd December 2011 at Nehru Park in New Delhi. It is interesting to note 
while several saplings of the Bodhi Tree are being planted across India, the King of Thailand’s 
(who is a Buddhist) request in 2010 to the Government of India for one hundred saplings of the 
original Bodhi Tree to be planted all across Thailand on the occasion of his golden jubilee 
coronation ceremony was turned down. The Government of India gently denied his request 
stating that if they grant such a wish, then it could set a wrong precedence, and in the future, the 
Government of India would find it difficult to deny any such requests from other neighbouring 
Buddhist countries. Since it was a delicate political matter, unfortunately, I was unable to 
establish exactly whether it was the political pressure or unhappiness over the growing influence 
of Thailand in Bodhgayā or both that led the Indian authorities to take such decision. 
 
In February 2011, an event was planned to plant a sapling of the Bodhi Tree from Anurādhapura 
in the Mahābodhi Temple compound. The sapling was arranged to be brought by the then Prime 
Minister of Sri Lanka, Mr D M Jayaratne, accompanied by a 150-member delegation that would 
arrive at Bodhgayā on a special aircraft on the 16th February 2011 as part of the Mahābodhi 
Society of India’s (MBSI) year-long function to celebrate the completion of 2,600 years of the 
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Buddha’s enlightenment. This incident sparked off a controversy and raised numerous questions 
on the need of such a move. Mr Kalicharan Singh Yadav (one of the accused of the case of 
cutting the branch of the holy Tree and selling it in 2006) remarked that planting another Bodhi 
Tree would significantly decrease the status of the sacred site. He further added that “When a 
Bodhi tree is available for veneration on the Mahāvihāra campus, what is the necessity of 
planting another sapling? This would create further chaos and doubts in the mind of devotees. 
The sacred Bodhi Tree on the Mahāvihāra campus is more than hundred years old and is in good 
health. It is a source of inspiration to millions of devotees from all over the world.” Several non-
Buddhist people opposed the move and viewed it as an attempt by the Sri Lankan monks and 
MBSI (primarily run by Sri Lankan Buddhists) to gain an easy access to the Mahābodhi Temple 
complex and control that particular sacred area.   
 
Bowing to the mounting pressure, the Bihar State’s Home Department wrote to the BTMC 
stating that the sapling from Anurādhapura should neither be planted inside the Temple complex 
nor anywhere in Bodhgayā. To save the Sri Lankan Prime Minister from further embarrassment, 
his trip to Bodhgayā was cancelled citing political and religious reasons but the sapling did arrive, 
which was kept in the Mahābodhi Society of India’s Bodhgayā campus until November 6th, 2011 
when it was planted in their compound few yards from the Mahābodhi Temple complex without 
any permission from the local authorities.  The Monk-in-Charge of the Mahābodhi Society of 
India [MBSI] (Bodhgayā branch), Bhante H Vimaldhamma Thero, said that it was done in view 
of keeping the faith of Buddhist devotees. Since then the blame game had started between 
various authorities, Mr Nangzey Dorjee, Member Secretary BTMC said that no tree could ever 
over-shadow the significance of the Bodhi Tree at the Mahābodhi Temple complex and also that 
the MBSI should have informed the BTMC of their planting plan. On the other hand, the 
Executive Officer of the Bodhgayā Municipal Council, Mr S K Mishra, sent a letter to the MBSI 
asking that “Is there any permission to plant the sapling on the campus of the Mahābodhi 
Society of India?” Nonetheless, the sapling is growing fine in the MBSI compound and is already 
an object of veneration for the pilgrims visiting mainly from Sri Lanka and who mostly stay in 
the MBSI’s guest-house. In an another event, the Sri Lankan President, Mahinda Rajapaksa, on 
the 21st September 2012, planted a sapling of the Ananda Bodhi tree at the upcoming Sanchi 
University of Buddhist and Indic Studies in Sanchi, Madhya Pradesh (India). In his speech during 
the ceremony he said that, “My journey to Sanchi today, is primarily an act of gratitude on behalf 
of the people of my country; I am here as a pilgrim, in veneration of sacred Sanchi, saluting and 
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celebrating the glorious past of this region.”43 It is important to note that Madhya Pradesh is the 
home of the Sanchi Stūpa, a World Heritage Site and other Buddhist monuments. It has an ever-
increasing number of Sri Lankans, which at present are over 150,000 visitors per annum. 
 
Figure 6.34: The well protected ‘ordinary’ pipal tree planted by the 17th 
Karmapa in the Kalachakra maidan. Note the under-construction Amitabha 
Foundation’s Monastery in the background. (Source: By Author 2012) 
 
July-August 2012 saw another series of event surrounding 
planting of a new Bodhi tree in Kalachakra maidan 
(ground) some fifty metres away from the main Temple 
complex. Kalachakra maidan is a large green open space 
used for large public events in Bodhgayā such as 
Kalachakra initiation ceremony by his Holiness the Dalai 
Lama, International Buddhist festival, etc. The issue this 
time was not just the planting of another Bodhi tree but also who is the legitimate owner of 
Kalachakra. The locals including the Nagar Panchayat, Hotel Owners’ Association, Shopkeepers’ 
Association, and Citizens Forum all requested the 17th Karmapa to plant a sapling of a ‘ordinary’ 
pipal tree (having no relation to the Bodhi Tree in the Mahābodhi Temple complex or Ananda 
Bodhi tree in Anurādhapura), which is equally sacred to Hindus and Buddhists, in the 
Kalachakra maidan. Karmapa accepted their request and planted a pipal tree in the maidan (see 
figure 6.34). This created a huge controversy quite similar to planting of the Ananda Bodhi tree’s 
sapling in the main Temple complex. Once again the blame game started and several arguments 
were put forward in support and against the plantation (see Appendix 7). The District Magistrate 
of Gayā who is also an ex-officio Chairperson of the Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee 
(BTMC) was in favour of ‘natural death’ of the tree by not watering the plant so that it ends the 
controversy and even issued guidelines to prevent planting of a second Bodhi tree in and around 
the main Temple complex. One week after its plantation and creating huge embarrassment to 
authorities, the tree mysteriously disappeared one night and the status quo returned. However, the 
question of ownership of Kalachakra maidan remain uncertain for now while both the BTMC 
and Nagar Panchayat claim to be its legitimate owners but none want to prove it legally, perhaps 
waiting for another event to occur.  
                                                             
43 For more details on Rajapaksa’s visit to Sanchi, please see, 
http://www.globaltamilnews.net/GTMNEditorial/tabid/71/articleType/ArticleView/articleId/83267/language/en
-US/Mahinda-attend-foundation-laying-ceremony-for-Sanchi-University-of-Buddhist-and-Indic-Studies.aspx. 
Accessed November 2012. 
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The above-mentioned different narratives related to the planting of a number of the Bodhi trees 
particularly in Bodhgayā should not be seen as some isolated events rather they all point towards 
one significant issue of gaining the control of sacred sites or even constructing/ inventing new 
sacred sites with the help of a Bodhi tree. In recent years, these on-going religious contestations 
in Bodhgayā have been the focus of both local as well as transnational political conflict, which 
significantly affect the large local population who are denied of better facilities and development 
as promised in several plans prepared for Bodhgayā. The issue of the control of the Mahābodhi 
Temple complex and other sacred places in Bodhgayā cannot be resolved in a day as it involves 
the human participants and how they have in the past and present responded to and interacted 
with these sacred places. But what could be settled through bottom-up approach and discussions 







Chapter 7 Conclusion 




The two faces of Bodhgayā re-illustrate the storied city’s struggle to balance the sacred and 
politics. Since the time of the Buddha, Bodhgayā (Urevalā as it was known during that time) was 
visited by both Hindus and Buddhists for reasons important to them. Even after successive 
waves of Muslim invaders in the eleventh century CE and the Mahābodhi being maintained by a 
lineage of Hindu mahant for several centuries since sixteenth century onwards, the conflict over 
its control and organization was never a significant issue until the arrival of Dharmapāla in 1891. 
It was only then that all of a sudden, it was transformed into a contested space and sadly the 
situation remains the same till date. However, this endless contestation of sacredness and its 
meaning per se should not be seen as the ‘death’ of the Mahābodhi; on the contrary, as described 
in the earlier in this study, it illustrates the vitality of the ongoing debate on the meaning and 
understanding of the ‘sacred.’ For me, it was quite intriguing that how an ordinary incident of a 
lay person from a foreign country arriving at a sacred site in India with his own perspectives and 
understanding of Indian religious principles and architecture, was soon able to disrupt a long 
established status quo. This incident exerted a strong influence on my thinking regarding the 
meaning and use of the word ‘sacred.’ In addition, whether ‘sacred’ could be constructed?  
 
India is a land of religions, and religious rituals play a significant role in almost everything from 
cradle to the cremation in an Indian’s life. Hence, it is apparent that any study related to the 
sacred would be complex and could never be complete covering all its aspects. It has been 
argued in this dissertation that sacred architecture, particularly in the Indian context, can be best 
understood within its dynamic ritual settings. It also illustrated that rituals are not static, rather 
they are continuously produced and re-created by people, thus, influencing the sacred. In this 
study, I have tried to provide several historical and ethnographical accounts of the continuous 
Hindu-Buddhist struggle over the control of the Mahābodhi Temple and its Buddha image to 
demonstrate the responsive processes for the incorporation of contestations at the sacred 
Mahābodhi Temple site.   
 
The Mahābodhi Temple site is a medium for the performance of complex religious rituals by 
diverse set of peoples. Both religion and religious structures are man-made as concluded in my 
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thesis. It has been illustrated that religious traditions are constructed by humans to display their 
affection and reverence to the God. The centre of these traditions is re-interpreted religious 
texts, which are cobbled together by humans. Any attempt to contain the perceived sacred in 
texts, rituals, or even sacred buildings would be incomplete and forever flawed. It was argued 
that religious texts are re-interpreted and evolve with time and changing human aspirations. It 
was also suggested that once built, sacred structures almost instantly lose their original meanings 
and significance as their users negotiate spaces through active interaction by means of rituals and 
thus, stimulate fresh understanding of both religion and sacred architecture. 
 
Karl Marx’s famous words in Critique of Hegel’s ‘Philosophy of Right’ (1982: 131) that “Religion . . . is 
the opium of the people. . . Religion is only the illusory Sun which revolves around man . . .” 
which were said in the mid-nineteenth century seem quite relevant in the present situation of the 
Mahābodhi Temple in Bodhgayā. Several elite parties, including Buddhist monks, Hindu mahant, 
politicians, and foreign Buddhist converts are running large religious organisations in Bodhgayā 
and almost all of them have re-discovered, re-invented, and re-interpreted their own rendition of 
the past events only to legitimize their present claims and use their authority to transform the 
sacred landscape of Bodhgayā into which suits both themselves and their followers. Most of the 
activities and agendas of these modern narratives exerts heavy influence on the lay followers and 
on the workings of the Mahābodhi Temple. The holy Mahābodhi, which was once a mutually 
shared multivalent site, visited by a wide variety of people following different religions until the 
late nineteenth century suddenly became a contested sacred site as events of the past were re-
invented and Hinduism and Buddhism were seen as completely incompatible by various parties 
such as Dharmapāla and Cunningham to name a few, who re-appropriated the past according to 
their own understanding and needs. Pluralism, as Watson (1985: xiii) argues “states that the truth 
admits for more than one valid formulation,” and this must be true for Bodhgayā for centuries 
before the arrival of Dharmapāla since there was not any recorded incident of conflict between 
the Hindus and Buddhists for the exclusive control and use of the Mahābodhi Temple complex 
and its surrounding places sacred to followers of both religions. 
 
In a recent development, the Supreme Court of India admitted two different petitions (dated: 
13th February 2012 and 21st September 2012)1 seeking transfer of exclusive management and 
                                                             
1 Although, I was able to find some information about Bhante Shurai Sasai’s petition on the Supreme Court of 




control rights of 2,500 year-old Mahābodhi Temple at Bodhgayā from the Bihar State 
Government. Interestingly, the most recent petition was filed by Bhante Arya Nagarjun Shurai 
Sasai, Japanese born naturalised Indian who is also a member of the Bodhgayā Temple 
Management Committee (BTMC). The petitioner (Bhante Sasai) in his appeal has said that the 
management of the holiest shrine by persons from other religions hurt the religious sentiments 
of the Buddhists and questioned the constitutional validity of provisions of Bodhgayā Temple 
Management Act of 1949, which according to him gave the Hindu members an undue majority 
and their decision prevail over the opinion of the minority Buddhists in the BTMC. Bhante Sasai 
asserted that “lakhs of Indian Buddhists continue to be denied the exclusive right of 
management and control of the Mahābodhi Temple in Bodhgayā, Bihar, on account of the 
offending provisions of the 1949 Act. At present, due to mismanagement and indifference to the 
Temple, the sacred Bodhi Tree is in danger of decay as found by the committee of the 
Archaeological Survey of India.” 
 
It is beyond the scope of my study to get into the details of the Constitution of India and the 
fundamental right to equality, right to non-discrimination, right to freedom of religion it 
guarantees to its citizens, and to comment upon the viability of the Act of 1949 but it is for sure 
that the recent petitions have revived the battle for the control of the Mahābodhi Temple, which 
had been resolved (at least on paper) several decades ago.2 This controversy could inadvertently 
encourage tendency of separatism nurtured by British colonizers in the past and their proxies in 
the present India. 
 
I would conclude this thesis with a discussion on various aspects of the Mahābodhi Temple 
complex as a sacred ‘living’ heritage. These diverse ethnographical findings are particular to 
                                                             
2 For more on the recent Public Interest Litigations, please refer to the following: 
i) Jain, S (2012) “Mahābodhi Temple: SC open temple reclamation door”, 
http://bharatabharati.wordpress.com/2012/03/02/mahabhodi-temple-sc-opens-temple-reclamation-door-
sandhya-jain/. Accessed on the 11th April 2012. 
ii) Hillman the Analyst (“Fighting over Bodhgaya” by. http://www.darjeelingtimes.com/main-
news/general/4264-fighting-over-bodhgaya.html. Page consulted on the 10th May 2012. 
iii)  “The background of the Mahābodhi Temple controversy” by Koenraad Elst. 
http://bharatabharati.wordpress.com/2012/03/15/the-background-of-the-Mahābodhi-temple-
controversy-koenraad-elst/. Page consulted on the 11th April 2012. 
iv)  “Public Interest Litigation against the Bodh Gaya Temple Act 1949.” 
http://www.buddhistchannel.tv/index.php?id=42,10804,0,0,1,0. Page consulted on the 30th March 2012. 
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Bodhgayā; however, they could be applied to any other comparative religious place in India to 
analyze its working and evolution as a ‘living’ sacred place.   
 
   
7.1 Authenticity of the Past  
 
The whole dispute about the Mahābodhi Temple complex and the holy Bodhi Tree revolves 
around the authenticity of the past that is often borrowed, reconstructed, reinterpreted, 
hybridized, and narrated by different actors and groups performing the ritual drama at Bodhgayā. 
Furthermore, in Bodhgayā, the idea of something being ‘authentic’ and sacred seems to be 
forced on people by the so-called religious authorities citing holy texts. And, thanks to their 
incontrovertible sacred authorship in India, no pious person would ever dare to challenge 
credibility of religious scriptures, which are cobbled together by humans. However, the question 
remains that who decides what is authentic? And whether authenticity is the rock of faith or in a 
continual flux?   
 
Authenticity as a concept changed its meaning and criteria since its invention in ancient time. 
More recently, global heritage organisations such as the ICCROM and the UNESCO have finally 
acknowledged the cultural differences in the understanding and working of authenticity, hence, 
they fundamentally revised criteria for judging authenticity in the World Heritage Site 
nominations.3 This was seen as a major shift from the Euro-centric idea of material and historical 
authenticity to the Eastern concept of heritage as tradition which retains the memory of the past 
but is in continuous process of development. Presently, authenticity of sites in Bodhgayā 
depends as much on where and what things are. It has been illustrated in chapter five that how 
the new signages in the Temple’s compound largely fixed the problem of designating the sacred 
spots where it is believed that the Buddha spent time after gaining enlightenment. Furthermore, 
                                                             
3  The word “authenticity” first appeared in the Venice Charter of 1964, an international conservation-related 
document. It states that “reconstruction of heritage sites is not allowed while only the reassembly of the originals is 
permissible.” Even in the early versions of the World Heritage Convention’s Operational Guidelines, it was stated 
that ‘cultural properties must “meet the test of authenticity in design, materials, workmanship, and setting.”’ 
However, at the Nara Conference in November 1994, the concept of “progressive authenticities,” was discussed and 
later confirmed that the layers of history that a cultural property has acquired through time are being considered 




building of new ‘authentic’ shrines in and around Bodhgayā in the past few years have re-
invented authenticity and Buddhist authority in the multivalent contested sacred site of the 
Mahābodhi Temple. For most of the people, things in and around the holy landscape of the 
Mahābodhi complex seemed ipso facto estimable and they view them with reverential awe. 
However, they would never be able to encounter the authentic experience since significant 
changes were made to the Temple and Bodhi Tree in the past (and this even happens till date) 
and most importantly, the present surrounding environment around the Temple complex (see 
figure 7.1) makes it impossible to recapture the serene atmosphere of the village Urevelā, a good 
place for striving and described by the Buddha as “There I saw a beautiful stretch of ground, a 
lovely woodland grove, a clear flowing river with a beautiful ford and a village nearby for 




Figure 7.1: The surroundings of the sacred Mahābodhi Temple complex has changed drastically in the past few decades from bad 










7.2 Inventing Universal Identity 
 
“O ye Buddhists of Asia! Arise, awake from your lethargy, Rescue your most hallowed Shrine from 
neglect and decay.”  
 
The above revolutionary words were said by Dharmapāla in 1892. The same message was 
published on the front cover of the Maha-Bodhi Journal published by Dharmapāla’s Buddhist 
organisation. As the General Secretary of the Mahābodhi Society of India and also the leader of 
the famous movement to resuscitate the Buddhist movement in India, Dharmapāla called for a 
Buddhist brotherhood, however, he simply overlooked the fact (either intentionally or 
unintentionally) that Buddhism in Asia was quite varied comprising several school of thoughts, 
which were significantly different to each other in religious aspects. Dharmapāla’s aim to form a 
pan-Buddhist religious movement never gained a huge impetus, and later he was forced by his 
several failed negotiations to rescue the Mahābodhi Temple from the hands of Hindus, to soften 
his stance to a more congenial Hindu-Buddhist solidarity. 
 
“To the Buddhists the Lord is the Supreme One. The Hindus have many devatas to receive their 
worship. The Buddhists do not worship Visnhu; neither do they worship Siva. But Ceylon 
Buddhists hold Vishnu as the patron God of Ceylon.” (Anon. 1925: 180)  
 
Concurrent to Dharmapāla’s efforts, Mahāyāna Buddhist leaders were also busy crafting appeals 
to Hindu organisations for mutual interests to control the Mahābodhi Temple. These Mahayanist 
invocations were carefully drafted and sometimes even invented some facets of Buddhism to 
illustrate the commonalities between the Indian character of the Buddha and Vaishnava 
tradition:  
 
“Our Hindu Brothers worship the Lord Buddha as the ninth avatar, and historically Gautama 
Buddha is the Greatest Figure in the Motherland. . . will not our Hindu Brothers join hands with us 
and give us our shrine, at which all are free to worship. The one condition being that Ahimsa (non-
violence) shall rule at the Holy site of Him who was the Lord of Compassion?” (Ibid.: 127)       
 
The parallel appeals by other Buddhist schools, though, made Dharmapāla uneasy as he thought 
that the idea of mutual control of the Temple would seriously harm his efforts to resuscitate 
Buddhist movement in particular and to produce a universal Buddhist identity in general. I have 
shown in chapter four that Dharmapāla’s public Buddhist militancy was in quite contrast to 
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Okakura’s language of commonality and shared origins of Asia’s two great religions – Hinduism 
and Buddhism. Okakura’s diplomacy earned him many Hindu friends in India including the 
mahant of Bodhagayā who was very pleased to find a true Buddhist friend in him who was talking 
the language of assimilation rather than confrontation, as in the case of Dharmapāla. 
 
Dharmapāla all through his life tried hard to invent a somehow new form of modernist “Asian” 
Buddhism based on his early engagements with Christianity and Theosophy. His interactions 
with the so-called civilized and modern culture of the West certainly had a profound impact on 
his thinking and working styles. Obeysekere rightly 
coined Dharmapāla’s new movement as Protestant 
Buddhism since it emerged through influences from 
Protestant and Enlightenment values of the West. 
Dharmapāla’s vigorous preaching and publications 
regarding his Pan-Buddhist movement generated 
sufficient interest in the past among some of the elite 
and educated Hindus and also among few displeased 
Christian followers in the West. Dharmapāla’s 
movement renewed and spawned several Buddhist 
organisations in India and abroad (mainly America 
and the United Kingdom), which directly or indirectly 
helped him with his cause for restoring the ancient 
Buddhist shrines at Bodhgayā, Sarnath, and 
Kushinagar into the hands of their rightful Buddhist 
heirs.   
 
Figure 7.2: A flyer of the All India Bhikkhu Maha Sangha demanding 
the revision of the Temple Act 1949 and the return of the Temple to 
Buddhist control. The members of the Bhikkhu Maha Sangha shouted 
slogans and distributed these flyers during the Kalachakra Ceremony at 
Bodhgāya in January 2012.  
(Source: All India Bhikkhu Maha Sangha 2012) 
 
Dharmapāla breathed his last on the 29th April 1933 without seeing the desired result of his 
dynamic efforts of four decades. Nevertheless, the Bodhgayā Temple Act of 1949 could be seen 
as a partial victory for Dharmapāla and his Buddhist supporters as the Act provided the day-to-
day maintenance of the Mahābodhi Temple to a joint committee comprised both Hindus and 
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Buddhists. But still, few Buddhists see this Act as Hindu dominated as the ex-officio 
Chairperson of the Committee must be a Hindu. This, according to some Buddhists, prevents 
smooth working of the Temple and issues related to Buddhists hardly get resolved. This issue 
has been raked up persistently in the last two decades by several Buddhists who have filed public 
interest litigations in the Supreme Court of India to amend the 1949 Act and also held ‘sit-down 
strikes’ and ‘fasts unto death’ at various locations in India against the injustice done by 
implementing the Act. Since early 1990s, Bhante Arya Nagarjun Shurai Sasai and his Neo-
Buddhist followers (converts from the Hindu Dalit caste) are the torch bearers of the campaign 
to liberate the Mahābodhi Temple (see figure 7.2). It is interesting to note that Sasai’s 
Dhammasena monks during their ordination takes a special vow – “The Mahābodhi Temple 
shall be liberated from Hindu hands.” How much they could influence the social and political 
scene at Bodhgayā with now only Sasai in the Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee 
remains to be seen. 
 
Undoubtedly, Bhante Shurai Sasai is a key player in rejuvenating modern Buddhism in India, 
mainly among the Ambedkarites (Neo-Buddhists), however, his work is not any different rather 
he is continuing the legacy of Ambedkar and Dharmapāla. In early twentieth century, 
Dharmapāla through his several centres of the Maha-Bodhi Society managed to convert a small 
number of educated higher caste Hindus to Buddhism and worked very hard to invent the 
concept of universal Buddhism in Asia. On the other hand, in mid-twentieth century, Ambedkar 
promoted large scale conversion of the Hindu Dalits to Buddhism to escape the wrath of being 
the lowest in the hierarchy of caste based Hindu society prevalent in India. Innumerable Dalits 
have been converted since Ambedkar’s call in 1956 but how many actually understand and 
follow the philosophy of Buddhism in their daily lives would be an interesting figure to be 
known. 
 
Several scholars have criticized these religious conversions as a political gimmick rather than a 
sincere attempt for social reform and betterment of the Neo-Buddhists. The State Government 
of Tamil Nadu and Gujarat have passed new laws in 2003 to ban these ‘forced’ religious 
conversions. Nonetheless, such conversions still happen in other parts of India. What is 
important to note here is that most of the Neo-Buddhists espouse a distinctive interpretation of 
Buddhism, which doesn’t accept in totality the scriptures of any of their three established 
Buddhist schools – Therāvada, Mahāyāna, and Vajrayāna. Instead, they put forth a fourth 
‘invented’ yāna, Navayāna, a kind of modernist enlightened version of the Dharma. For the 
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modern Neo-Buddhists, Ambedkar is the one who showed them the right way to lead life, 
hence, he is considered as a bodhisattva. In addition, the Neo-Buddhists include Bhimam saranam 
gachchami [I will take refuge in Bhim (Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar)] at the end of the Pāli trisaranam 
chant at several places.  
 
Interestingly, the production of common Buddhist identity has not been limited to Dharmapāla, 
Ambedkar, or Shurai Sasai. There are several instances where other parties and organisations 
such as the Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee (BTMC) contributed to such 
productions. For examples, renaming of the Mahābodhi Temple as Mahābodhi Mahavihāra and 
the use of Buddha Gāya instead of Bodhgayā by the BTMC emphasize the fact that several 
responsive processes are working simultaneously for incorporation of contestations at the sacred 
site of the Mahābodhi Temple. However, Bodhgayā do also see some waves of the Hindu 
fundamentalists protesting against Buddhists efforts to regain the total control of Mahābodhi 
Temple, which according to them is a sacred mandir of bhagawan Buddha, an incarnation of the 
Lord Vishnu.  
 
 
7.3 Architectural – Ritual Experiences: The Process of Sacred Placeness  
 
Throughout in this study, it has been argued that people’s conception about sacred and different 
interpretations of religious rituals are subjected to continuous alterations and re-inventions by 
ever evolving religious practices. Hence, the question arises as to “how to establish authenticity 
of religious rituals when they are fluid, situational, and transient?” Undoubtedly, the meaning of 
ritual is complex and any attempt to define an all-inclusive definition of it is a riskier task that is 
bound to fail. However, considering the context of the Mahābodhi Temple it seems a clearer 
working definition of religious ritual for use in this particular context may be needed. This 
should be worked out by an appropriate body, equally comprised of all interested parties. 
Religious rituals can be compared to stage plays as both are performative and have evolved with 
time and continually changing human aspirations. They are central to almost all religions and are 
often used to form social and political control of a defined community. Rituals are often used by 
dominant religious authorities and political institutions to construct (and sometimes reconstruct) 
the meaning of sacred space and thus help to create the sense of belonging for a community, 
intentionally or otherwise, it excludes others from belonging there, thus, introducing a symbolic 
and sometimes physical boundary between a religious denomination and outsiders. The 
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Mahābodhi Temple being a fine example of this (re)construction, which rapidly got transformed 
from a shared multivalent site into a fiercely contested sacred site with a significant support from 
the Orientalist construct of Buddhism. 
 
It has been argued throughout this study that rituals (human actions) and architectural space are 
closely related, rituals forming the space and providing it with a meaning. It is only when space 
and form have been created that they provide the ritual context for spiritual experience. As 
religious architecture symbolizes the relationship of human and the cosmos, rituals signify a 
‘living symbolism’ that exemplifies the actions of human beings towards the transcendental 
force. The inter-relationship of the built form and the power of ritual (architectural-ritual events), 
which I have termed as ‘sacred placeness,’ influence people’s reading, understanding, and 
experiencing of sacredness.  
 
Rituals play quite an important role in Hinduism, however, Buddhism has no prescribed religious 
ritual and is devoid of any religious authority whether a text or a person. As the Buddha stated in 
Kalama Sutta (Bhikkhu nd.) that ‘Do not accept what you hear by report, do not accept tradition, 
do not accept a statement because it is found in our books, nor because it is in accord with your 
belief, nor because it is the saying of your teacher. . . Be ye lamps unto yourselves. . . Those who, 
either now or after I am dead, shall rely upon themselves only and not look for assistance to 
anyone besides themselves, it is they who shall reach the very topmost height.’ Yet, elaborate 
Buddhist rituals started surfacing since the time of the Lord’s parinirvāna, not to forget His own 
funeral ceremony, which has been recorded in detail in the Buddhist scriptures. During my 
research, I found diverse explanations by the so-called Buddhist authorities regarding prevalent 
Buddhist rituals and most of them were seen as the way to the realization of the essence of the 
Buddha’s teachings. They are considered as both training and teaching for the mind and heart to 
open fully so that the difference of ‘I’ and ‘other’ completely disappears.  
 
It is rather unfortunate that the true essence of the Buddha’s teachings and Hindu philosophy of 
Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam (Sanskrit:             from “vasudha”, the earth; “iva” = is as a; and 
“kutumbakam”, family) that means “the whole world is one single family” has somehow taken a 
backseat since the Mahābodhi Temple’s proprietorship issue between Hindus and Buddhists first 
started in Bodhgayā in the late nineteenth century and which continues even today. The dispute 
at the very heart was not only about the rightful control of the sacred Mahābodhi complex, but 
the question of who among the Buddhists and Hindus were entitled to worship the Buddha’s 
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image at the sanctum sanctorum and most importantly, what sorts of worship were appropriate and 
inappropriate. In this study, it has been demonstrated that the multivalent Mahābodhi site is a 
socially produced humanized space which acts as a medium and is very much involved in events 
within which it is implicated. Since, sacred places around the Temple has always been constituted 
of differential densities of human experience, attachment, and involvement, they are always open 
to transformations and changes rather than being uniform and forever the same. This socially 
constructed sacred place could only be understood through its relational significance between its 
users and how they use and create that particular space, which is never the same in relation to its 
previously constructed space that has been provided and established.  Hence, a complex ‘living’ 
sacred site such as the Mahābodhi Temple complex can never have a universal essence, which is 
quite contradictory to the universal standards of the World Heritage Committee that mainly 
determines ‘which cultural expressions to be designated as masterpieces of the heritage of 
humanity’ (UNESCO 2001). 
 
 
7.4 The Mahābodhi World Heritage Site: From Sacred Landscape to Fractured 
Touristscape 
 
Several pilgrims used to visit the holy site of Bodhgayā since the time of Buddha for many 
different reasons. For some Hindus, Buddha Deva is the avatāra of Lord Vishnu and Bodhgayā is 
the holy site to perform ancestral śrāddha rites, and for Buddhists, it is the navel of the earth 
where Sammasambuddho attained enlightenment. However, the journeys of veneration to 
Bodhgayā have changed in recent times influencing in the transformation of the overall sacred 
landscape surrounding the Temple complex into a touristscape that is being consumed daily by 
millions of ‘spiritual’ tourists from across the world. Since the World Heritage Site designation in 
2002, the Mahābodhi Temple complex and the surrounding areas saw an unprecedented uneven 
local development that has resulted in vast inequalities in wealth. This situation has created a 
growing antagonism between local businessmen and foreign religious institutions who now own 
most of the surrounding Mahābodhi Temple complex land. Despite several ‘top-down’ 
approaches by concerned authorities towards a planned development of Bodhgayā, the absence 
of engaging the local community and other stakeholders from the start in decision making 
processes and largely autocratic approaches by authorities led to the complete failures in 




Although the polyvalent sacred site of the Mahābodhi Temple seemed peaceful and harmonious 
on the surface, but tensions and conflicts simmer beneath this outer layer between the local and 
foreign Buddhists concerning divergent ritual practices that are sometimes incompatible with 
conservation values, such as painting and draping of the Buddha statues; large gathering of 
monks under the Bodhi Tree for chanting that causes great danger to the Bodhi Tree through 
unnatural soil compaction and noise pollution. In addition, a sense of apprehension is felt 
between Hindus and Buddhists while performing their respective religious rituals inside the 
Mahābodhi complex.  
 
In 1891, Anagarika Dharmapāla started his bloodless crusade of peace initially to re-establish the 
Buddhist Mission and to found a college in Bodhgayā on the lines of the ancient Buddhist 
University in Nálanda, however, his mission changed its original course and soon the Temple 
acquisition and its liberation from the hands of the Hindus became his central aim and which 
remained the same until his death in 1933. What prompted his change of mind would be difficult 
to ascertain but judging from the subsequent events that took place during Dharmapāla’s lifetime 
and even later, it could be deduced that the Buddhists authorities were unhappy with the 
independent Indian Government’s idea of sharing the control of the sacred Mahābodhi site with 
their Hindu counterparts and they even today campaign for the total control of the sacred place. 
   
Undoubtedly, sacred heritage have several uses, and in this study, it has been demonstrated that 
how the capacity to control the sacred heritage could also control the identity of the community 
associated with it and the ways in which a community interacts with other communities at 
different socio-political levels. It has been also illustrated that the ability to control the processes 
of (re)construction and remembering memories and narratives perceived significant and 
authentic by various religious authorities and elitist individuals has been fundamental to the land 
claims surrounding the Mahābodhi Temple complex and also to profess religious legitimacy.  
 
It is believed that the present Bodhi Tree in the Temple complex is an offshoot of the original 
Tree under which the Buddha attained perfect wisdom. It is certainly the most revered object in 
the whole complex but then again as illustrated in this study, it has been the centre of several 
controversies in recent years such as alleged cutting off one of its branches by the Temple 
authority, which was sold to foreign pilgrims for a huge sum; several versions with regards to the 
Bodhi Tree’s health; the issues of damage to the Tree by large Buddhist gatherings to perform 
rituals under it; and beautification works done around the Tree, specifically laying new stone 
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pavings around its base has been causing considerable damage to its roots. Interestingly, instead 
of working towards rectifying the problems related with the holy Tree, Sri Lankan Therāvada 
Buddhists together with the Mahābodhi Society of India recently proposed to plant another 
Bodhi Tree, a sapling of the Bodhi Tree in Anuradhapura in Sri Lanka, which most of Lankan 
Buddhists consider as the ‘original’ since it is the direct descendent of the tree under which the 
Buddha attained Enlightenment. This move certainly did not go well with the Hindu majority of 
Bihar who accused the Mahābodhi Society to create doubts in the mind of pilgrims about the 
authenticity of the existing Tree by planting another Bodhi Tree in the Temple compound. 
Several Hindu religious organisations questioned the Mahābodhi Society’s proposal and alleged  
that this plan was hatched to control symbolically the most sacred site of the Buddhists around 
the world. After several months of waiting for the permission to plant the tree sapling in the 
Temple complex, the Mahābodhi Society finally decided to plant the Tree sapling brought from 
Anuradhapura in their own compound surrounded by a magnificent stupa.   
 
The ritualistic worship of trees as abode of tree deities (vruksha devata) was prevalent in ancient 
India even before the advent of Buddhism. Sujata’s offering of milk-rice to the Bodhisattva 
sitting under a banyan tree on the eve of his Enlightenment in the belief that he was none other 
than the tree deity residing in that particular tree is a befitting example of the prevalent ancient 
ritualistic tradition. Nonetheless, Hindu pilgrims offering pinda dana or performing other Hindu 
rituals as per their vedic scriptures under the second Bodhi tree, which was planted in 1881 by 
Cunningham at a short distance from the original Bodhi Tree, are seen by the Buddhist pilgrims 
as tourists who are at the wrong place performing inappropriate rituals. As I have illustrated that 
Bodhi Tree is sacred to both Hindus and Buddhists but to consider it as the symbol related to 
the Buddha and Buddhists only would not just be wrong but also shows the introvert nature of 
the authorities. Very recently, in August 2012, another Bodhi tree plantation very near to the 
main Temple complex was again in the media. This time not one but two Bodhi trees were 
planted in the middle of the Kalachakra ground by His Holiness the 17th Gyalwang Karmapa 
supported by the Hotel Association of Bodhgayā, which predominantly comprises Hindus. This 
case is of particular interest as the Hotel Association is not in good terms (since the notification 
of the Development Plan in 2008) with the Bodhgayā Temple Management Committee for 
obvious reasons and they have been even planning to take the BTMC to the court for their 
irregularities while managing the Temple. The Kalachakra ground is presumably the largest open 
ground near the main Temple [see figure 6.2(b)] where His Holiness the Dalai Lama holds the 
Kalachakra initiation ceremony, which according to the BTMC was entrusted to them for 
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management and upkeep by the State authorities but according to the Hotel Association and the 
Nagar Panchayat, the ground legally belongs to the Nagar Panchayat. 4  Why the Hotel 
Association did choose this place for planting a new Bodhi tree? The BTMC officials seemed 
unfazed by the plantation and were quite sure that the matter would die its natural death; 
however, in the meantime, the Hotel Association leaders were summoned by the District 
Magistrate (DM) of Gāya (who is also the ex-officio Chairperson of the BTMC) and were asked 
to explain the rationale behind the new sapling plantations. They were also told by the DM to 
wilfully neglect and deprive the care needed to facilitate the natural growth of the controversial 
sapling5 and reminded that as per law (which I did not come across during my four years of 
research) no new Bodhi tree sapling could be planted within the radius of two kilometre from 
the core of the designated World Heritage Site. In India, a common saying, ‘jiski lathi, uski bhains’ 
meaning, ‘He who wields the stick gets to keep the buffalo’ prevails and it perfectly fits to the 
corrupt and unlawful Bihar state, where a Hindu DM who has all official powers to ban planting 
of sacred Bodhi tree in Bodhgayā but by doing so she would be abusing her powers and most 
importantly, partaking in the process of transforming the multivalent sacred site into a Buddhist 
Vatican. Perhaps, the local Hindus would soon have to travel to other places outside Bodhgayā 
for performing rituals related to Bodhi Tree. 
 
Economic development of Bihar was the key to India’s stride towards becoming a global 
superpower”, these words were said by the Chief Minister of Bihar, Mr Nitish Kumar, in a rally 
on the 2nd October 2012. Although, Bihar is becoming one of the fastest growing states in India 
in the last few years but the economic division between the poor and rich have widened 
significantly (see figure 7.3). This imbalance is clearly visible in the poverty-stricken hamlet of 
Bodhgayā where the World Heritage Site (WHS) designation in 2002 provided joy to the locals, 
which was short-lived. Since the WHS status, the locals live in the constant fear of relocation and 
losing their livelihood. Their apprehensions are genuine as the locals have been relocated thrice 
in the name of development since the passing of the Bodhgayā Temple Act in 1949 but sadly 
very little or virtually nothing happened and existing flourishing villages were demolished. The 
Citizens Forum (Nagarik Vikas Manch) of Bodhgayā made a passionate appeal (dated: 24th 
February 2011) to the visiting UNESCO World Heritage Committee representatives that the 
                                                             
4 However, none of the party claiming the Kalachakra ground could produce any document in support of their 
claim, when asked by me. 
5 The new sapling got disappeared within a week of its much hyped plantation. 
253 
 
locals should not be displaced citing development reasons so that their mother and child like 
relation with the sacred place be maintained. In an another appeal (dated: 11th March 2008) to 
the Bihar State Tourism Development department, the locals warned of committing mass 
suicide, if their shops near the Temple were relocated in the name of beautification as per the 
latest City Development Plan formulated in 2008. The World Heritage Site and subsequent 
heritage discourses as described in chapter five are all seem to be working towards reconstructing 
univocal authoritative histories. These reconstructions and remembering of only the Buddhist 
history of Bodhgayā are used by the authorities to create a sense of universal value among 
different dissonant stakeholders and to promote economic benefits of the cultural heritage for 
particular groups. However, I have shown 
several examples of unrest and anxiety that 
currently prevail in the local population of 
Bodhgayā who fear that heritage 
conservation and development plans 
undermine their “own” control of the 
sacred place and create more economic 
opportunities for outsiders.    
 
Figure 7.3: Beggars making use of the gap in the compound wall of the Mahābodhi Temple complex. Bodhgayā has been plagued 
with poverty and beggars are a common site around the World Heritage Site Temple complex.  
(Source: By Author 2011) 
 
The unrest and conflict surrounding the sacred Mahābodhi Temple took a drastic new turn when 
on the 7th July 2013 a series of ten bombs exploded in and around the Temple complex in the 
early hours of morning concurrently with the meditation and sūtras chanting at the Temple’s 
sanctum. However, no one was reported dead but several pilgrims and monks were injured by 
blasts. A nominal damage was reported to structures in the Temple complex, but the main 
Temple and the Bodhi Tree were remained unhurt, as declared by the Archaeological Survey of 
India. Several political and religious leaders from all over the world condemned the attack and 
the Indian security agency soon described it as a terrorist attack, hence, putting an end to the 
speculation that it could be a sectarian act by religious fundamentalists. The attacks at Bodhgayā 
illustrate the real and problematic context within which this study is located. 
  
The World Heritage nomination dossier for the Mahābodhi Temple prepared by the 
Government of India only highlighted the site’s Outstanding Universal Value as ‘it is one of the 
most revered and sanctified places in the world. This is the hallowed spot where the ascetic 
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prince Siddhartha attained Enlightenment to become the Buddha . . .’ Even the World Heritage 
Site description states that ‘The Mahābodhi Temple Complex is one of the four holy sites related 
to the life of the Lord Buddha, and particularly to the attainment of enlightenment. The first 
temple was built by Emperor Asoka in the third century BCE, and the present temple dates from 
the fifth or sixth centuries CE. It is one of the earliest Buddhist temples built entirely in brick, 
still standing in India, from the late Gupta period.’ It is not just the inscription and nomination 
dossier but also the subsequent city development plan, site management plan, and other official 
heritage discourses, which failed to mention the shared aspect of sacred Bodhgayā. Although, 
almost all the plans often refer Bodhgayā as a “living” religious site but all of them neglect that 
its vitality is also due to the overlapping religious interests of the Hindus, Muslims, and 
Buddhists, which may or may not be the same as stated in the statement of Outstanding 
Universal Value. It could be argued that the interaction of the Mahābodhi Temple with the 
ongoing ritual practices and together with the prevalent social activities in and around the holy 
land of Bodhgayā have created a dynamic environment that would keep the power of the place 
alive even without any World Heritage Site designation. To preserve the soul of the Mahābodhi 
World Heritage Site, it would be pivotal to preserve the built form of the Temple and its 
surrounding structures as well as to maintain the dynamics of rituals that occur around it, which 
provide it with the distinctive vibrant character that does not require unsolicited safeguarding.  
 
The Buddha in the Ariyapariyasena Sutta of Majjhima Nikaya described Bodhgayā as ‘I wandered 
by stages in the Maghadhan country. Eventually I arrived at Senani Gama near Uruvelā. Here, I 
saw a very peaceful environment, a delightful grove, with crystal clear water flowing Nirañjanā 
River with pleasant smooth banks and a nearby village for alms. I decided this will serve for my 
striving.’ (Bhikkhu nd.) After 2,600 years of Buddha’s Enlightenment, the sacred landscape of 
Bodhgayā has changed to a bustling small village (at least during the tourist season) full of hotels, 
guest houses, shops, restaurants, Buddhist monasteries, landscaped parks, museum, and, sadly, 
an almost dried Nirañjanā River. One thing, however, that remained unchanged since the 
Buddha’s Enlightenment is the faith of people in the Buddha and his teachings. The Mahābodhi 
Temple that acts a ‘mediator’ between the past and the present is a living example of this faith 
and devotion. It is imperative to find a conservation and development model that looks beyond 
the authoritative universalism of values and pilgrimage-based tourism and celebrate religious 
diversity of Bodhgayā, thus, creating sustainable future and a sense of peace and harmony for 









THE BODH GAYA TEMPLE ACT, 1949 
(BIHAR ACT XVII of 1949) 
(as modified up to the 8th February, 1955) 
  
[Governor’s assent published in the Bihar Gazette of the 6th July, 1949] 
An Act to make provision for the better management of the Bodh Gaya Temple and the 
properties appertaining thereto. 
Whereas it is expedient to make provision for the better management of the Bodh Gaya Temple 
and properties appertaining thereto. 
It is hereby enacted as follows: 
Short little and Commencement 
 1. (I) This Act may be called the Bodh Gaya Temple Act, 1949. 
(II) It shall come into force at once.  
Definition 
2. In this Act, unless there is anything repugnant in the subject or context- 
(a) "the temple" means the great temple built by the site of the Mahābodhi Tree near the village 
of Bodh Gaya in the district of Gaya and includes the Mahābodhi Tree and Vajrasana; 
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(b) "the temple land" means the land in which the temple and its precincts stand and shall cover 
such area or shall lie within such boundaries as the [State] Government may, by notification 
direct; 
(c) "the Mahanth" means the presiding priest for the time being of Saivite Monastery at Bodh 
Gaya; and 
(d) "Committee" means the committee constituted under Section 3. 
3. (1) As soon as may be after the commencement of this the [State] Government shall constitute 
a committee as hereinafter provided and entrust it with the management and control of the 
temple land and the properties appertaining thereto. 
(2) The Committee shall consist of a Chairman and eight members nominated by the [State] 
Government, all of whom shall be Indians and of whom four shall be Buddhists and four shall 
be Hindus including the Mahanth: 
Provided that if the Mahanth is a minor or of unsound mind or refuses to serve on the 
committee, another Hindu member shall be nominated in his place. 
(3) The District Magistrate of Gaya shall be the ex-officio Chairman of the Committee: Provided 
that the [State] Government shall nominate a Hindu as Chairman of the Committee for the 
period during which the district Magistrate of Gaya is non-Hindu. 
(4) The [State] Government shall nominate a person from among the members to act as 
Secretary of the Committee. 
4. The Committee shall be a body corporate by the name of the Bodh Gaya Temple 
Management Committee, having perpetual succession and a common seal, with power to acquire 
and hold property, both movable and immovable, and to contract, and shall by the said name sue 
or be sued. 
5. (1) The term of office of the members of the committee shall be three years: 
Provided that the [State] Government, if they are satisfied that the Committee is guilty of gross 
mismanagement, dissolve the Committee and constitute another Committee or assume direct 
control of the temple, temple land and the properties appertaining thereto. 
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(2) Where a member of the Committee dies, resigns, refuses to serve on the Committee, absents 
himself from six consecutive meetings of the Committee, without the leave of the Committee or 
ceases to reside in India, or becomes in capable of working, the [State] Government may 
nominate a person to fill the vacancy. 
(3) Any Act done by the Committee shall not be questioned on the ground merely of the 
existence of any vacancy in or any defect in the constitution of the Committee. 
6. The name of the Chairman other than the District Magistrate of Gaya and of every member of 
the committee shall be published by the [State] Government in the Official Gazette, 
7. (1) The Committee shall maintain its office at Bodh Gaya. 
(2) At the meeting of the Committee the Chairman, or in his absence one of the members to be 
elected at the meeting, shall preside. 
(3) No business shall be transacted at any meeting unless at least four members are present. 
8. (1) No movable property of a non-perish able nature appertaining to the temple shall be 
transferred without the previous sanction of the Committee, and, if the value of the property is 
more than one thousand rupees, without the previous approval of the [State] Government. 
(2) No immovable property appertaining to the temple shall be leased for more than three years 
or mortgaged, sold or otherwise alienated except with the previous sanction of the committee 
and the [State] Government. 
9. The Committee shall have no proper to borrow money from any person except with the 
previous sanction of the [State] Government. 
10. Subject to the provisions of this Act or of any rules made thereunder, it shall be the duty of 
the Committee - 
(1) to arrange for - 
(a) the upkeep and repair of the temple; 
(b) the improvement of the temple land; 
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(c) the welfare and safety of the pilgrims; and 
(d) the proper performance of worship at the temple and pinda dana (offering of pindas) on the 
temple land; 
(2) to prevent the desecration of the temple or any part thereof or of any image therein; 
(3) to make arrangements for the receipt and disposal of the offerings made in the Temple, and 
for the safe custody of the statements of accounts and other documents relating to the temple or 
the temple land and for the preservation of the property appertaining to the temple; 
(4) to make arrangement for the custody, deposit and investment of funds in its hand; and 
(5) to make provision for the payment of suitable emoluments to its salaried staff. 
11. (1) Notwithstanding anything contained in this Act or in the rules framed thereunder, Hindus 
and Buddhists of every sect shall have access to the temple and the temple land for the purpose 
of worship or pinda dana. 
Provide that nothing in this Act shall entitle any person to perform animal sacrifice or to bring 
any alcoholic liqueur within the temple or on the temple land, or to enter the temple with shoes 
on. 
(2) If any person contravenes the provisions of the proviso to sub-Section (1), he shall be 
punishable with fine not exceeding fifty rupees. 
12. Notwithstanding anything contained in any enactment for the time being in force, if there be 
any dispute between Hindus and Buddhists regarding the manner of using the temple or the 
temple land, the decision of the [State] Government shall be final. 
13. Notwithstanding anything contained in this Act or in the rules made thereunder, the 
Committee shall have no jurisdiction over the movable or immovable property of the Saivite 
Monastery of Bodh Gaya. 
14. The [State] Government shall every year appoint on auditor to audit the accounts of the 
funds of the Committee and fix his remuneration which shall be paid from the said funds. The 
auditor shall submit his report to the Committee and send a copy of if to the [State] Government 
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which may issue such directions thereon, as it may deem fit, and the Committee shall carry out 
such directions. 
15. (1) The [State] Government may constitute an Advisory Board (hereinafter referred to in this 
Act as the “Board”) which shall consist of such number of members as the [State] Government 
may determine. 
(2) The majority of the members of such Board shall be Buddhists who may not all be Indians. 
(3) The members of the Board shall hold office for such term as may be fixed by the [State] 
Government. 
(4) The Board shall function purely as an Advisory body to the Committee and shall discharge its 
functions in the ......... prescribed by the [State] Government by rules made ...... behalf. 
16. This Act shall have effect notwithstanding anything to the contrary contained in the Religious 
Endowments Act 1863, or in any decree, custom or usage. 
17. (1) With the previous sanction of the [State] Government the committee may, from time, 
make bye-laws to carry out the purposes of this Act. 
(2) In particular, and without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing powers, such bye-laws 
may provide for: 
(a) the division of duties among the Chair-, man, the members and Secretary of the Committee; 
(b) the manner in which their decision may be ascertained otherwise than at the meetings; 
(c) the procedure and conduct of business at meetings of the Committee; 
(d) the delegation of powers of the Committee to individual members; 
(e) the book and accounts to be kept at the office of the Committee; 
(f) the custody and investment of the funds of the Committee; 
(g) the time and place of its meetings ; 
(h) the manner in which notice of its meeting shall be given; 
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(i) the preservation of order and the conduct of proceeding at meetings and the powers which 
the Chairman may exercise for the purpose of enforcing its decisions; 
(j) the manner in which the proceeding of its meeting shall be recorded; 
(k) the persons by whom receipts may be granted for moneys paid to the Committee; and 
(l) the maintenance of cordial relations between the Buddhists and the Hindu pilgrims. 
(3) All bye-laws, after they have been confirmed by the [State] Government, shall be published in 
the Official Gazette, and shall thereafter have the force of law. 
18. The [State] Government may make rules2 to carry out the purposes of this Act. 
 


















































































Source: Anon. (1895) The Buddha Gaya Temple Case: H. Dharmapala Versus Jaipal Gir and Others . 
Calcutta: W Newman & Co., Caxton Press. 
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Source: Anon. (1895) The Buddha Gaya Temple Case: H. Dharmapala Versus Jaipal Gir and Others . 
























































Appendix 4 Information Dossier for Nomination of Mahābodhi 




World Heritage Scanned Nomination 
File Name: 1056rev.pdf                       UNESCO Region: ASIA AND THE PACIFIC 
SITE NAME: Mahabodhi Temple Complex at Bodh Gaya 
DATE OF INSCRIPTION: 29th June 2002 
STATE PARTY: INDIA 
CRITERIA: C (i)(iii)(vi) 
 
DECISION OF THE WORLD HERITAGE COMMITTEE: 
 
Excerpt from the Report of the 26th Session of the World Heritage Committee 
 
Criterion (i): The grand 50m high Mahabodhi Temple of the 5th-6th centuries is of immense importance, being one 
of the earliest temple constructions existing in the Indian sub-continent. It is one of the few representations of the 
architectural genius of the Indian people in constructing fully developed brick temples in that era. Criterion (ii) The 
Mahabodhi Temple, one of the few surviving examples of early brick structures in India, has had significant influence 
in the development of architecture over the centuries. 
 
Criterion (iii): The site of the Mahabodhi Temple provides exceptional records for the events associated with the 
life of Buddha and subsequent worship, particularly since Emperor Asoka built the first temple, the balustrades, and 
the memorial column. Criterion (iv) The present Temple is one of the earliest and most imposing structures built 
entirely in brick from the late Gupta period. The sculpted stone balustrades are an outstanding early example of 
sculptural reliefs in stone. 
 
Criterion (vi): The Mahabodhi Temple Complex in Bodh Gaya has direct association with the life of the Lord 
Buddha, being the place where He attained the supreme and perfect insight. 
 
BRIEF DESCRIPTIONS 
The Mahabodhi Temple Complex is one of the four holy sites related to the life of the Lord Buddha, and particularly 
to the attainment of Enlightenment. The first temple was built by Emperor Asoka in the 3rd century B.C., and the 
present temple dates from the 5th or 6th centuries. It is one of the earliest Buddhist temples built entirely in brick, 
still standing in India, from the late Gupta period. 
 
 
1.b State, Province or Region: State of Bihar, Eastern India 












1.Identification of the Property  
 
 
a. Country (and State Party if  
different)  
b.State, Province or Region  
Republic of India  
  
State of Bihar, Eastern India  
District : Gaya   
Town : Bodh Gaya 




The MahabodhiTemple ThezComplex at Bodh Gaya.  
The site is popularly referred to simply as Bodh Gaya.   
 
During the times of the Buddha (6th century BC) the forest tract where Bodh Gaya was located was 
called Uruvilva or Uruvela.  
 
Subsequent to the Buddha’s attaining enlightenment at this spot, the various names by which this 
site was called were forever based on this historic event.   
 
Within two centuries of the Buddha’s enlightenment, the  name Uruvela  fell  into  disuse and was 
replaced by four other names, Sambodhi (meaning “Complete  Enlightenment”), Bodhimanda 
(meaning the area around the Bodhi Tree under which the ascetic Siddharth attained enlightenment 
and became the Buddha, Vajrasana (meaning the Diamond Throne) and Mahabodhi (meaning 
“Great Enlightenment”).   
 
By the 3rd century BC it was called Sambodhi. In fact it is by this name that the Emperor Asoka 
addressed the place of Buddha’s Enlightenment and made a pilgrimage to the site in the year 260 
BC, during the 10th year of his reign.  
 
 Sir Alexander Cunningham records that the Bodh Gaya temple was known as  Mahabodhi to 
Huien Tsang, the Chinese traveller who visited Bodh Gaya in the 7th century. It is also referred to 
by this name in the 13th century during the reign of the Pala dynasty in eastern India.  
 
In 1861 when the temple was excavated and restored, it was popularly called Buddha-Gaya or 



















d. Exact location on Map and 
indication of geographical co- 





















Maps and/or Plans showing 
boundary of area proposed for 
inscription and any buffer 
zone.  
Bodh Gaya where the Mahabodhi Temple Complex is situated, 
is geographically located at latitude 24 41’ 43” North and 
longitude 84 59’ 38” East.   
Bodh Gaya lies115 kms south of the state capital of Bihar, 
Patna and 16 kms from the district headquarters at Gaya.   
Along with are the following maps to show the location of the 
proposed site for inscription in the country:  
Map of India showing the location of the State of Bihar in 
eastern India and all the important Buddhist sites in India.  
(Annexure 1)   
a. Survey of India Topographical Sheet (72D14) in 1:50,000 
scale showing the location of Bodhgaya. (Annexure 2)  
Road route map showing different Buddhist sites in the state of 
Bihar. (Annexure 3)  
b. Map showing Buddhist sites in the district of Gaya in Bihar. 
(Annexure 4)  
c. Plan of the Monastic sites of Bodh Gaya as given by General 
Cunningham in his excavation report of 1892 (Annexure 5).  
 
 
Enclosed are the following maps/plans:  
Mahabodhi Temple Topographical Guide Map prepared by 
Survey of India in 1:15000 scale. This map shows the 
boundaries of the Core Zone, Buffer Zone of 1 Km and Buffer 
Zone of 2 Km. (Annexure 6)   Map of the Core Zone including 
the Mahabodhi Temple Complex and the Lotus Pond. 
(Annexure 7).  
Plan of Mahabodhi Temple with its front elevation. (Annexure 
8) Buffer Zone master plan 1 km (Annexure 9)   














f. Area of property proposed 
for inscription and proposed 
buffer zone if any  
Core Area: The area proposed for inscription is the 
Mahabodhi Temple Complex including the Lotus Pond 
totally covering 12 acres of land. There are two divisions of 
the Complex: one where the main temple stands and the other 
where the Lotus Pond is located. The Main temple occupies 5.5 
acres of land.  
The proposed area for inscription has the following important 
structures and revered Buddhist heritage spots:  
a.  The Mahabodhi Temple  
b.  The Bodhi Tree   
c. The six other sacred spots where the Buddha meditated after 
he attained Enlightenment. The Ratnachakrama or the path 
where the Buddha walked 18 steps in deep thought; the 
Animeshlochan Chaitya, the Ratnaghar Chaitya,  the  Ajapala 
Nigrodh Tree and the Rajyatana Tree all of which are close to the 
main temple. The Lotus Pond or the Muchalinda Pond where 
the Buddha meditated in the 6th   week  after attaining 
enlightenment is located just outside the southern boundary 
wall of the  Temple  (as  noted above, the area of the pond is 
also part of the proposed area).  The Core Area is enclosed by 
outer boundary walls.   
  
Buffer Zone:  
The Mahabodhi Temple Complex including the Lotus Temple 
is protected and enclosed by an outer boundary wall of a height 
of 10ft.6” on the east, 11ft. on the west, 15ft. on the north and 
7ft. on the south. This wall is at a distance of 204 ft. in the east, 
110ft. in the west, 169 ft. in the north and 263 ft. in the south 
from the inner Asokan period railing which is the historical 
enclosure of the Temple. The outer wall may be considered as 
the primary protection of the Temple Complex. There is a 
buffer zone beyond the boundary walls of the temple of 2 kms 
radius from the Mahabodhi Temple. This includes an area 
where a little excavation has been carried out by the 
Department of Archaeology of the State Government of Bihar.  
1  Km Buffer Zone: Beyond the boundary walls, the Bodh 
Gaya Regional Development Authority has declared an area of 
1 km from the boundary wall of the temple to  be  a  protected  
buffer  zone wherein no new structures shall be permitted 
in future except those vital for religious usage and 
designed sympathetic to the site and are only ground floor 
structures. The total excavated area of Cunningham’s plan of 
the monastry as given in the map of 1892 will remain free of any 























































2 Km Buffer Zone: It has also been decided that within an area 
of 2 km from the temple boundary wall, no building shall be 
permitted to exceed a height of 44 ft and these buildings 
shall be designed in character similar to those traditional 
to Bodh Gaya monument times. These Buffer Zone 
regulations are enforced by the Gaya Regional 
Development Authority of which the District Magistrate 
& Collector of Gaya who is also the Chairman of Bodh 
Gaya Temple Management Committee is a member. The 
legal instrument for implementation is the Bihar Public 
Land Encroachment Act.   
  
The Indian Treasure Troves Act of 1878 also protects finds 
unearthed during diggings in the area around the Mahabodhi 








2. Justification for 
Inscription  
a.Statement  of  Significance  
The Mahabodhi Temple Complex has outstanding universal 
importance as it is one of the most revered and sanctified places 
in the world.    
  
This is the hallowed spot where the ascetic prince Siddharth 
attained Enlightenment to become the Buddha and thereafter 
pledged his life to deliver mankind from the cycle of suffering 
and rebirth. “Thus, on account of its association with the signal 
event in the Buddha’s life, that of his attaining enlightenment 
and supreme wisdom, Bodh Gaya may be said to be the cradle 
of Buddhism. To the devout Buddhist there is no place of 
greater importance and sanctity”. This observation made by 
Hiuen Tsang in the 7th century when he visited the region is 
valid even today.   
  
The Buddha’s understanding of the truth of human existence 
on earth and the path which he enunciated not only 
transformed the lives of thousands in his lifetime but that of 
millions in the world ever since. Buddhism is among the 
foremost religions in the world and the Buddhist population 
ranks fourth with 353,141,000 adherents to the faith. They 
constitute 6% of the world’s population after Christians who 
respectively represent 33%, Muslims 19.6% and Hindus 12.8%.  
 
The Buddha is not only deeply revered by Buddhists the world 
over, but is universally respected by people of different 
religions for the fine message of compassion and peace which 
he enunciated. Every year millions of people throng to the 
Mahabodhi Temple at Bodh Gaya which commemorates the 
spot of his Enlightenment.  
  
For the Buddhists this important site is even more revered as it 
is believed that the Buddha himself spoke of its importance to 
his closest disciple Ananda:  
 
“  There are four places, Ananda, which the believing man should visit with 
feelings of reverence.  
The place, Ananda, at which the believing man can say, ‘Here the 
Tathagata was born’ (Lumbini, included in the world heritage List)  
‘Here the Tathagata attained to the supreme and perfect insight’ (Bodh 
Gaya)  
‘Here was the kingdom of righteousness set on foot by the Tathagata’ 
(Sarnath)  
‘Here the Tathagata passed finally away in that utter passing away which 






















































Source : Maha-parinibbana-suttanta, translated in T.W. Rhys Davis, 
Buddhist Suttas, sacred Books of the East, XI (Oxford, 1881) 
 
The Mahabodhi Temple is a living monument where people 
from all over the world even today throng to offer their 
reverential prayers to the Buddha. The tradition of worship 
here has continued over the centuries as is recorded in the pillar 
edicts of Asoka and is seen depicted in the sculpture in Sanchi 
and Bharhut as well as reflected in the accounts by various 
travellers through the course of centuries, including the 
Chinese travellers of the 4th and 7th centuries.  
 
The site bears a unique and exceptional testimony to the 
importance given to this place of pilgrimage by people from 
different countries through the passage of many centuries. It 
also represents a singular example of the efforts of people of 
different countries to preserve and conserve an invaluable 
legacy through the course of many centuries.  The history of 
this temple is an outstanding reflection of the devotion of rulers 
and lay persons of Mynamar, Sri Lanka, Thailand and India, 
who have contributed over the centuries to repair and save it 
for posterity.  In recent years Japan (Overseas Economic 
Cooperation Fund) has also given significant financial help for 
the development of the region (roads etc.) around this site.   
 
The Mahabodhi Temple is, above, all a unique property of 
cultural and archaeological significance. There is no other 
extant grand structural property of its kind in the Indian 
sub-continent belonging period of antiquity, that is the 5th/ 6th 
century AD. Furthermore the temple is remarkably well 
preserved and marks a high point of architectural achievement 
for its times. It is noteworthy to observe that the architecture 
and design of the Temple has remained essentially unaltered 




























b) Possible  
comparative  
analysis  
(including state  
of conservation  
of similar  
properties)  
Although early Buddhist caves do exist  in  India,  the  grand 
Mahabodhi Temple is the only Buddhist structural temple of the early 
period which stands today. In India, we do find a few structural temples 
of this period, but the Mahabodhi temple of the 5th/6th century is 
well-preserved, larger and the most imposing amongst them all.  
 
This site is one of the four places of the greatest importance in the 
historical legacy and heritage of the Buddhist faith (even as directly 
identified by the Buddha himself.) The monument here, however, 
holds a pre-eminent position in that it is most deeply revered by 
Buddhists and is also the grandest and best-preserved structure 
amongst these four important sites.   
 
Amongst the four Buddhist pilgrimage spots Lumbini in Nepal is an 
inscribed World Heritage Site by virtue of it being the place where 
Prince Siddharth who was later to become the Buddha, was born. On  
all counts  of  architectural and artistic excellence Bodh Gaya surpasses 
the Lumbini site.    
 
Both as a pilgrimage spot and as a significant place representing the 
development of the religious philosophies of mankind, the Mahabodhi 
temple at Bodh Gaya is similar to the sacred sites of Jerusalem and 
Mecca. The Mahabodhi Temple continues to be a place of active 
worship and represents a continuous tradition of philosophical thought 
and human values and beliefs since the times of the Buddha more than 
2,500 years ago.  
 
 
c)  Authenticity/  
Integrity  
The recorded history of the Mahabodhi temple dates back many 
centuries.   
 
The earliest account of Bodh Gaya comes from the Chinese  traveller,  
Fa-hien. His account of Mahabodhi temple is of the time when he 
visited the area in the 4th century. Although very brief it is sufficient to 
show that a Temple at the site and the Bodhi Tree were then standing. 
His words are, “The sites of the Great Pagodas have always been 
associated together from the time of the Nirvana. The four Great 
Pagodas  are  those  erected  on the place where he was born, 
(Lumbini), where he obtained emancipation (Bodh Gaya), where he 



















































When Hiuen-Tsang came to the city of Bodh Gaya (7th century 
AD) he found “the Bodhi Tree was protected on all sides by 
strong walls and in the centre of the Bodhi-tree enclosure lay 
the famous Vajrasana.  There was the grand Mahabodhi temple, 
160 feet high, a large and fine sanctuary.  Thus, on account of 
its association with the signal event in Buddha’s life, i.e. his 
enlightenment or attainment of Supreme Wisdom, Bodh Gaya 
may be said to be the cradle of Buddhism.  To the devout 
Buddhist there is no place of greater interest or sanctity.  The 
holy spot of enlightenment attracted pious pilgrims from far 
and near.”    
  
Hiuen Tsang gives a vivid description of this temple. He writes 
that “it is built of bluish bricks with plaster. It presents several 
tiers of niches, each of which holds a gilded statue of Buddha. 
On all four sides the walls are covered with beautiful sculptures, 
festoons of pearls, figures of  rishis. On its summit there is a gilt 
copper amalaka fruit.” Although many of the decorative 
embellishments have been destroyed and many statues in the 
niches on the four faces of the tower removed, we can still see 
many statues and votive stupas on the temple.    
  
A comparative study between his description and present 
Mahabodhi Temple shows that in spite of the passage of time 
when it has been repaired and restored, the temple remains the 
same in its architectural design and the integrity of the structure 
remains intact.   
 
Major-General Sir Alexander Cunningham, R.E., K.C.I.E., 
C.S.I. Director General of Archaeology writes, In February 
1881, I paid another visit to the (Mahabodhi) Temple, and I was 
present when the discovery of Relics of the Buddha was made 
under the front of the Vajrasana Throne.”  
  
(On dating the railings and the Vajrasana to 250 BC)   
“the first, and perhaps the most interesting discovery was the 
remains of the original temple of Asoka, with the polished 
Vajrasana Throne , exactly as portrayed in the Bharhut Bas- 
relief with the view of the Bodhi tree of Sakyamuni. Close by on 
the north side of the temple was found the remains of the 
Cloistered Walk with its 22 pillared bases still in situ each 























































But the most important discovery was the fact that the present 
temple is built exactly over the remains of Asoka’s Temple, so 
that the original Vajrasana Throne still retains its old position 
of Buddha’s seat, and the reputed centre of the Universe.”   
  
(On dating the present temple to circa 450 AD.)  
“The early date of the Temple is proved by its straight sides 
which form a square truncated pyramid, whereas all medieval 
temples I have seen have curved or slightly bulging sides.”  
  
Dr. K. K. Chakravarty, Director, National Museum of Man, 
Bhopal, India on “the chronology of early Bodh Gaya 
sandstone  railing sculpture, by primary reliance on the style of 
the sculpture, …it is but a little earlier than the four gateways of 
Sanchi (stupa) I (second half of the 1st  century BC) and even 
overlaps them in some aspects.”  
  
Mr. K. K. Muhammed, Superintending  Archaeologist, 
Archaeological Survey of India, Patna Circle,  “The  Mahabodhi 
Temple belongs to the 6th century AD i.e. late Gupta period.  
  
Ever since the Mahabodhi Temple Complex was excavated in 
1861 by Major-General A. Cunningham and Beglar, it has been 
the focus of many deeply concerned eyes, both Indian and 
from the Buddhist countries of Asia.  The care and concern of 
the devout Buddhist lay people and governments of these 
countries has been expressed meaningfully both in terms of 
financial contributions and also efforts for preserving the 
integrity of the monument.  
 
From all accounts of repair and restoration carried out of the 
Temple, it is evident that the original design of the 5th/6th 
century structure was strictly adhered to.  Care was taken by the 
restorers to use the stone model found of the temple as a 
reference and to restore it in accordance with the model.    
 
A conservation project has been prepared by the Archaeology 
Survey of India for the temple in which the re-plastering of the 
temple surface will be carried out using materials which 
conform to the original structure.   
  
The Advisory Board of the Mahabodhi Temple is an 
international body and is composed of Government 
representatives (including Ambassadors and High 


















































Thailand, Bhutan, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Laos, Cambodia, Nepal  
and within India (Sikkim). The Commissioner of the Patna 
Division of the State Government of Bihar is the ex-officio 
Secretary to the Board.  The day-to-day management of the 
Temple is carried out by the Bodh Gaya Temple Management 
Committee, which is chaired by the District Magistrate of Gaya.  
  
The Mahabodhi Temple Complex is the property of the State 
Government of Bihar and the presence of the Commissioner 
and the District Magistrate on its Advisory Board and its 
Management Committee respectively ensures its protection.  A 
high-level representation of the international community on its 
Advisory Board also ensures the influence of the latest 







d.  Criteria under which 
inscription is proposed (and 
justification for inscription 















































Criteria VI: In the context of philosophic and cultural history, 
the Mahabodhi Temple Complex is of the great relevance 
as it marks the most important event in the life of Buddha 
which was to change the shape of human thought and 
belief.   
  
Bodh Gaya is the very cradle of the Buddhism and compares as 
such with Jerusalem and Mecca which are themselves the 
cradles of two great religions of the world.  
 
The philosophy of the Buddha has transformed the lives of 
millions of people around the world especially in India, Sri 
Lanka, Indonesia, China, Central Asia, Tibet, Korea and Japan. 
Today, Buddhism is not only followed in these countries but 
has reached out to people in Europe and USA as well.  
 
Criteria I: The grand 50 metre high Mahabodhi Temple 
(5th/6th century)  is  of  immense  importance  as it is one of the 
earliest structural temple extant in the Indian sub-continent  It 
is one of the very few representations of the architectural 
genius of the Indian people in constructing fully 
-developed brick temples in that era.  
 
Criteria II & III: The Mahabodhi temple is also important as it 
exhibits an important phase in the development of architecture. 
It is one of the very few well-preserved temple structures and 
also the grandest one from a period of history when numerous 
such brick structures would have been built all over India.  As 
such, it bears an exceptional testimony to a cultural 
tradition and to the prevalent forms of architecture in the 
late Gupta period (also known as “the Golden Age of 
Indian Culture”).  
  
Criteria IV:  The sculpted BC period stone railings (seen partly 
at the site and partly preserved in the nearby Archaeological 
Museum) are an outstanding example of the art and 
architecture of the period of Emperor Asoka (3rd century 
BC) and soon thereafter. 
  
These railings also present some of the oldest sculptural reliefs 
found in the country. As there are few remnants of such railings 
which were a very important feature of early Buddhist 







3.    Description   
a.Description  of Property   










































The Mahabodhi Temple Complex consists of the Temple 
and six other sacred spots, including a lotus pond, where 
the Buddha meditated after attaining Enlightenment 
under the Bodhi Tree (the Bodhi Tree is in fact the most 
prominent of these seven sacred spots). The Temple is a 
50-metre high, imposing ancient structure of the 5th/6th 
century, built in the classic style of the Indian temple.    
  
 
Detailed description:  
 
The Mahabodhi temple stands tall in the very heart of Bodh 
Gaya. In fact the town has been built around it. It is approached 
by a main road which runs to the west of the temple. As the 
main entrance of the temple is on the east, a broad paved 
pathway has been made along the north boundary wall of the 
temple connecting the road to the entrance of the temple. The 
office of the Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee lies 
to the north-west of the Temple. There is side- entrance to the 
north-east of the temple which has a Information booth, a 
Shoe-house and Cloakrooms and a path leads up to a Reception 
Hall at the far end. Mid-way lies the formal entrance to the 
Mahabodhi Temple.  A high boundary wall of an average height 
of 11feet protects the temple on all sides.  
   
The Temple complex is divided into two sub-divisions; one in 
which stands the Mahabodhi Temple and the other in which is 
situated the Lotus Pond where the Buddha meditated in the 
sixth week following his Enlightenment. The principal area of 
the main temple also encloses the sacred spots associated with 
the events which immediately followed his Enlightenment.  
  
As one stands at the east entrance one beholds the magnificent 
Mahabodhi Temple. The main temple complex stands 5 meters 
below the land around it and is approached by a flight of steps 
leading down to it. A long central path leads up to the Temple. 
There are important shrines associated with the events 
following the Buddha’s Enlightenment as well as votive stupas 
and shrines built over the passage of many centuries, which  
stand to the right and left of this path.  
 
At the foot of the steps leading down to the Temple complex is 
the pillar which marks the spot of the Ajapala Nigrodh Tree 
under which Buddha meditated in the fifth week after attaining 

















































Animeshlochan Chaitya where the Buddha is believed to have 
spent the second week after his Enlightenment, meditating with  
a fixed gaze on the Bodhi Tree where he attained Supreme 
Wisdom.   
 
To the left is a cluster of votive stupas built by kings, princes, 
noblemen and lay persons.  Further up the path on the left is a 
small shrine with a standing Buddha in front of which are the 
footprints of the Buddha carved in black stone which dates 
back possibly to the 3rd  century when Emperor Asoka 
declared Buddhism as the religion of the state and installed 
thousands of such footprint-stones all over his kingdom.    
 
Still further is a building which houses several statues of the 
Buddha and Bodhisattvas.  Directly opposite this building is a 
memorial to a Hindu Mahant who had occupied this site during 
the 15th/16th   century.  
  
There are still more votive stupas to the right of the path.  Trees 
with platforms built around them to enable the devotees to sit 
and meditate lie to the right of the temple.  
  
The Temple is approached through a gateway which was 
originally built by Emperor Asoka (3rd century BC) and later 
re-built.    
   
The Mahabodhi temple is designed with a small forecourt with 
niches on either side containing statues of the Buddha.  A 
doorway leads into a small hall beyond which lies the sanctum.  
 
The sanctum has enshrined in it a beautifully-gilded statue of 
the seated Buddha (5 ft. in height) in the  Bhumisparsha mudra, a 
posture which he took when he held the earth as witness to his 
achieving Enlightenment. The statue stands on a part of the 
polished sandstone  Vajrasana (the Diamond Throne) which 
was originally installed by Emperor Asoka to mark the spot 
upon which the Buddha sat and meditated.   
 
Directly above the sanctum of the temple is another hall with a 
shrine which houses a statue of the Buddha. This is the main 





















































The grand Temple rising to a height of 50 metres is raised on a 
low basement having mouldings decorated with honey suckle 
design and 2geese on either side. Above it is a series of recessed 
niches enshrining images of Buddha either in seated or in 
standing posture in various gestures. Above it are again 
mouldings and ‘chaitya’ niches, on which rises the curvilinear  
‘shikhara’ or tower of the temple surmounted with ‘amalaka’ 
and ‘kalasha’ (architectural features in keeping with the tradition 
of Indian temples). At the four corners of the parapet of the 
temple are four statues of the Buddha in small shrine chambers. 
Four small towers have been built above each of these shrines. 
 
The Mahabodhi temple faces the east which is the direction in 
which the Buddha faced as he sat and meditated under the 
Bodhi Tree.  The Bodhi Tree grows behind the temple. It is 
known to be a direct descendant of the original Bodhi Tree 
(botanical name ficus religiosia, commonly called the Pipal Tree 
in India) under which the Buddha meditated.  In front of it and 
extending out behind the sanctum of the temple is the 
Vajrasana or the seat made on the spot where the Buddha sat 
and meditated to search for the truth of human existence and to 
free mankind from his bondage of birth and death. Through 
the passage of several centuries the Bodhi Tree has flourished, 
become feeble and revived again with the help of grafts made 
by the efforts of its devoted patrons.   
  
A sandstone railing (dated by some scholars to the 3rd century 
BC and by others to the 1st century BC) once encircled the spot 
under the Bodhi Tree.  A few original pillars with sculpted 
human faces, animals and decorative details carved on them still 
stand at the site.  Other such sandstone pillars are in the nearby 
Archaeological Museum. Later granite pillars were later added 
to enlarge the railing in the 5th-6th centuries AD which are also 
to be found on site.  
  
Besides the Mahabodhi Temple, there are seven other sacred 
spots associated with the weeks which followed the Buddha’s 
enlightenment. These mark the spots where the Buddha 
meditated upon the wisdom he had attained.   
  
According to legend the first week was spent under the Bodhi 
Tree.  In the second week Buddha stood at a spot to the front 
and right of the Bodhi Tree and meditated deeply upon the 
Tree. A ‘chaitya’ or prayer hall was built upon this spot which is 

















































The Buddha spent the third week walking 18 steps back and 
forth near the Bodhi Tree. It is said that lotuses sprang up 
under his feet.  This path lies close to the north wall of the 
Temple and is referred to as the Ratnachakrama or the Jewelled 
Ambulatory. Stone lotuses raised on a platform mark his steps.   
  
The Buddha spent the fourth week meditating in a spot marked 
today by the Ratnaghar Chaitya. Here he sat for seven days and 
saw the course of his future career. The  chaitya lies to the 
north-west of the temple.  
  
In the fifth week he meditated under a tree called Ajapala 
Nigrodh. A pillar is erected on this spot which lies to the east of 
the temple. Here the Buddha is said to have answered the 
queries of Brahmans (persons of the priestly class) and 
convinced them it was good actions and not birth which made 
one a true Brahman.   
 
The Buddha spent his sixth week at the Muchalinda Pond on the  
southern side of the temple. A violent storm broke out as he  
meditated. The Naga (serpent) king of the lake called Muchalinda  
came out of his abode and held his hood over the Buddha’s 
head in order  to protect him. This comprises the second 
division of the Temple Complex and is an integral part of the 
Mahabodhi Temple Site. Pathways connect the main temple to 
the Lotus Pond and it is an essential part of the route which 
pilgrims take when visiting the Temple.  
   
Lastly, he spent the seventh week under the Rajyatana Tree 
which lies close to the temple to its south-east.  It is said that 
two merchants offered the Buddha his first meal here after he 
had spent these seven weeks in meditation. These merchants 
were also his first two disciples. This spot is marked by a tree 
































b.History  and Development   




























Votive stupas:  
 
It is an ardent desire of pious Buddhists to make a pilgrimage to 
this sacred spot.  Over the centuries, a multitude of votive st
upas have come up as a spontaneous and tangible expression of 
the devotion of numerous pilgrims. These stupas were built by 
kings, princes, merchants and lay persons. The shapes of these 
votive stupas vary from the low and almost bare hemispheres 
from the time of Emperor Asoka to those with tall, ornamented 
spires surmounting the medieval dome with elaborately-carved  
bases.  
  
These sacred spots are connected by pathways and the whole 
complex is laid out with landscaped lawns and flowering trees.   
 
The  Mahabodhi  Temple  complex at Bodh Gaya is the 
most revered centre of pilgrimage for Buddhists all over 
the world for it  is  in  this  sacred place where the Buddha 
(566 – 486 BC) attained Enlightenment when he was 35 
years of age in the year 531 BC.    
 
The Mahabodhi Temple commemorates the illuminating 
moment in the life of the Buddha which was to transform the 
lives of millions in his lifetime and thereafter in the centuries 
which followed.   
 
In early times, Bodh Gaya was called Sambodhi as is evident 
from the 8th Asokan rock edict inscription of the 3rd century BC.  
Emperor Asoka made a pilgrimage to this spot around 260 BC 
and built the first temple at the site of the Bodhi Tree under 
which the Buddha meditated. The depiction of this visit was 
sculpted in relief in Bharhut  Stupa (2nd – 1st century BC) and on 
the Eastern Gateway of Stupa No. 1 at Sanchi (1st century BC) (a 
World Heritage Site).   
  
The extant temple has been built upon the exact spot where 
Emperor Asoka raised a memorial to the Buddha in the 3rd 
century BC. The original Asokan temple which is sculpted in 
the Bharhut Bas-relief was an open pavilion supported on 
pillars. In the middle was the Vajrasana throne. The Vajrasana, 
which was made on the original spot upon which the Buddha is 
believed to have sat and meditated, was revealed during 
excavations which commenced in 1863 and taken up again in 

















































A sandstone railing (dated by some scholars to the 3rd century 
BC and by others to the 1st century BC) once encircled the spot 
under the Bodhi Tree. A few original pillars with sculpted 
human faces, animals and decorative details carved on them still 
stand at the site.  Other such sandstone pillars from the site are 
in the nearby Archaeological Museum. Later granite pillars were 
later added to enlarge the railing in the 5th-6th centuries AD and 
these are also to be found on site.  
  
Fa-hien, the Chinese traveller who visited Bodh Gaya in 409 
AD, mentions the Great Pagoda as one of the four which 
marked the significant places of pilgrimage associated with the 
life  of  the Buddha.  A study of the architecture of the temple, 
particularly the shape of the tower dates the temple to the 5th 
century (Sir Alexander Cunningham’s observations in 1881 
after the excavations carried out of the temple site in 1861 and 
1881).   
  
The Chinese pilgrim-traveller Hiuen Tsang described the 
Temple in an account of his visit to Bodh Gaya in 637 AD:  “It 
is built of bluish bricks with plaster. It presents several tiers of 
niches, each of which holds a gilded statue of Buddha. On all 
four sides the walls are covered with beautiful sculptures, 
festoons of pearls, figures of rishis.  
 
On its summit there is a gilt copper amalaka fruit.” Over the  
centuries these adornments have disappeared but the main 
temple has survived the ravages of time and the onslaught of 
invaders (during the 12th –16th centuries) and stands till today as 
an eloquent example of the magnificent architecture of its 
times.   
 
There is very limited information about the early restoration 
and repair of the Temple which took place from the 7th to the 
11th centuries. The accounts of restoration resume with the 
extensive repairs which were made by the Burmese in the 11th 
century (1035 – 1079).  
  
Other repairs were made in the later half of the 12th century by 
Asokaballa, the king of Sapadalakasa or Shivalik. Not much is 
known of the state of the temple from the 13th century when 
the Muslim invasions took place till the 16th century when a 



















































In the next six centuries which followed the Muslim conquest, 
the Mahabodhi temple was quite deserted and gradually began 
to fall to ruin.  
  
In 1810, the rulers of the Alompra dynasty in Burma had 
repairs carried out to the main shrine of the temple. The 
Burmese King Mindon Min continued the abiding interest of 
his country in conserving the Temple and began work to this 
effect in 1877. Unfortunately, this could not be completed as 
the Anglo-Burmese war broke out and the King’s 
representative had to leave India.   
 
Soon afterwards, at the behest of the archaeologist-historian 
Dr. Rajendra Lal Mitra and the Lt. Governor of Bengal Sir 
Ashley Eden, Mr. J. D. M. Beglar and Sir Alexander 
Cunningham were asked to repair the excavated Temple. This 
work of restoration of the temple was completed in four years 
between 1880 and 1884 AD at a cost of Rs. 200,000 (approx. 
US$ 4,600).   
 
According to Sir Alexander Cunningham, the restoration and 
repair of the temple which was carried out between 880–1884 
was on the basis of “a sufficient number of tolerably 
well-preserved portions of the moulding and niches on the 
faces of the temple to enable the completion of the repair of the 
whole in the exact pattern of the original. No new features were 
added, the restoration being limited to a strict repetition of 
existing niches and mouldings.” The front pavilion of the 
temple was almost a complete ruin as seen by Cunningham in 
1880.  It was however then restored on the basis of a stone 
model of the temple “found amongst the ruins from which the 
whole design of the building as it existed in medieval times 
could be traced with tolerable completeness.”  
  
The next significant work on the temple was done after the 
passing of the Bodh Gaya Temple Act in 1949, which provided 
for a Temple Management Committee and an Advisory Board. 
The first repair and developmental work carried under the 
supervision of the Committee was from 1953 to 1956. During 
this time, inner and outer parikramas’ or circumambulatory 
pathways were constructed around the Temple, the lotus pond 
was excavated and was given a concrete railing around it, a dais 
was  provided for placing materials of worship. In consultation 

















































the old dilapidated Asokan railings was undertaken.  
   
In 1968, much of the construction of the boundary wall was 
done with the donation of Thai pilgrims.  In 1974, repairs were 
carried out on the lower portion of the walls of the temple. In 
1977, the Abbot of the Thai monastery at Bodh Gaya bore the 
cost of making the upper shrine area into a meditation hall.  
In 1999, a Meditation Park was laid to the east of the temple. A 
Reception Hall, Shoe-house and Cloakrooms were also built by  
the BTMC to improve the facilities for visitors to the Temple.  
In the current year, transformers for providing better electric 
supply to the site have been installed for the Temple.  A scheme 
to upgrade the supply of water to the Temple is also under way.  
 
 
Other important ancient developments at Bodh Gaya:  
  
The Mahabodhi temple has been the focus of devotion for 
centuries. A Chinese writer Wang- Hiuen –Tse , refers to an 
Embassy sent to Samudragupta ( sometime between 
320-380AD) by Sri Meghavarma, king of Ceylon to seek 
permission to build at Bodh Gaya a monastery for Ceylonese 
pilgrims. This facilitated the residence of a Buddhist colony 
from Ceylon at Bodh Gaya. Fa Hien who visited Bodh Gaya in 
409 AD mentions three monasteries which existed there, the 
notable  one  being the sanctuary built by King Meghavarma. 
The remains of this large monastery complex are buried under a 
mound of earth at Bodh Gaya, to the north of the Temple. This 
monastery flourished in the 7th century when the Chinese 
traveller Hiuen Tsang visited Bodh Gaya.   
  
This sanctuary and others lie buried not far from the temple.  
Excavations of these important sites which are planned to be 
carried out will thus reveal the remains of the ancient Buddhist 
city of Bodh Gaya which grew around the most revered and 
sacred Mahabodhi Temple. 
  
In the 19th century, largely due to the efforts of an ardent 
follower of the Buddha from Sri Lanka Angarika Dharmapala, 
the ownership of the Temple, which was in the possession of a 
Hindu Mahant, became an important issue for Buddhists. In 
order to take this cause further and to bring the Temple under 
the supervision and care of Buddhists, Angarika Dharmapala 

















































dispute of the ownership of the temple carried on between the 
Buddhists and their supporters and the Hindu Mahant who 
was occupying the temple. After a gap 69 years, in 1953, the 
management of the Mahabodhi Temple was finally handed 
over to the Bodh Gaya Management Committee by the 







c.Form  and  date of recent 



















































The Mahabodhi Temple is owned by and is the 
responsibility of the State Government of Bihar.  The 
State Government has, through an Act called the Bodh Gaya 
Temple Act of 1949, provided for the management, 
monitoring and protection of the temple and its properties. (A 
copy of the Bodh Gaya Temple Act, 1949, is enclosed as 
Annexure 11.)  
 
The Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee was 
constituted and has been actively playing this role since 
1953.  The Committee maintains the properties of the 
Temple, including the Temple itself and land and other 
properties appertaining to it.    
  
There is a detailed record maintained by the Bodh Gaya 
Temple Management Committee (BTMC) of the properties 
owned by the Temple, and also an inventory of the statues, 
votive stupas, objects of artistic and of archaeological value, 
manuscripts, records of past and current donations and funds 
of the Temple. They are kept at the Office of the Management 
Committee and the Secretary of the Committee is the caretaker 
of all these records. He reports to the ex- officio Chairman of 
the Committee who is also the Collector and District 
Magistrate of the district of Gaya in which the town of Bodh 
Gaya is located. The records of property and inventory of the 
Temple are updated regularly and systematically. (Please see 
enclosed 12 sheets which show how the Inventory has been 
recorded, Annexure 12).  
  
Fortunately, the Mahabodhi Temple is the best-preserved brick  
structure of its period in India. Through the course of centuries, 
repairs and restoration of the Temple has carried out of which 
are no detailed accounts, excepting that the design and 
architecture of the temple has been uniformly adhered to.    
  
The temple was last surveyed on June 22, 1999 by the Patna 
Circle of the Archaeological Survey of India. The following are 
the salient points of this inspection:  
  
The Temple is in a low-lying area.  A survey needs to be done of 
the area around the Temple and a proper system of drainage 
needs to be made so that ground water from the surrounding 




















































In the restoration carried out in 1953-54, some parts of the 
Temple had been plastered with cement instead of using the 
original materials which were a lime and mortar plaster. The 
cement plaster needs to be removed and the temple should be 
re-plastered with the traditional material. Acrylic emulsion paint 
has also been used in some places on the sculptural figures. 
This changes the original character and beauty of the figures 
and needs to be removed.   
 
Votive stupas in the parapet wall need to be reset and 
re-plastered so that they do not fall off.  
  
Vegetation growth on the Temple structure needs to be 
removed effectively.   
  
Underground water seepage has created vertical cracks in some 
places in the Temple which need to be stitched. The floor of the 
roof needs to be levelled and sloped to allow water to drain.  
Cleaning and broadening of the water drainage pipes in the 
Temple needs to be done.  
   
Lighting arrangements in the Temple Complex need to be 
upgraded old fittings need to be removed from the body of the 
Temple. The lightning conductor of the Temple needs to be 
repaired.  
  
Devotees have been following the practice of lighting oil lamps 
or candles along all the walls and railings and on sculpted 
figures in the Temple Complex. This is adversely affecting the 
ancient monument and spoiling the pathways. The burning of a 
large number of oil lamps on festive occasions is a threat to the 
structure of the Temple as well as to the Bodhi Tree. A 
thorough cleaning of the oily residue on all parts of the Temple 
needs to be carried out and an alternative found to this practice 
of burning oil lamps.  
 
Carved stones and epigraphs embedded in the floor of the 













e.Policies  and programmes  
related to the presentation and 
promotion of the property.  
 
 
In February 2002, work has commenced on this 
Conservation Proposal of Mahabodhi Temple, prepared 
by the Archaeological Survey of India, 1999. (Annexure 13)  
 
The Government of India and the State Government of Bihar 
have through their Departments of Tourism promoted this 
most important Buddhist site in the world.    
  
An annual Budh Mahotsav celebrating the Buddhist legacy is 
held by the Department of Tourism Government of India at 
Bodh Gaya and other important Buddhist sites in India.    
  
Public exhibitions and a plethora of literature is published and 
circulated widely to inform all those visiting India as well as 
domestic tourists of the site of Bodh Gaya and other Buddhist 
sites (Annexures 14).    
  
There are films produced by the State and Central Departments 
of Tourism from time to time to present this and other 
Buddhist sites over television media.   
 
Please find enclosed a video-film on the Buddhist sites of India 
which depicts Bodh Gaya.  (Annexure 15); a VHS video 
coverage of the Budh Mahotsav 1999, showing the 
participation of Ministers of the Central Government, the 
Chief Minister of the State Government and the international 
Buddhist community of Bodh Gaya (Annexure 16); a VHS 
video coverage of the celebration of Budh Purnima, May  
2000, the day on which the Buddha was born, attained 
enlightenment and his Mahaparinirvana when he left his mortal 
bindings. 60,000 persons were present for the celebrations. 
(Annexure 17).  
 
Further the BTMC publishes books and supportive material 
like calendars etc.  They have a website (mahabodhi.com) and 
e-mail addresses at which they answer queries 
(mahabodhi@hotmail.com & bodhgayatemple@hotmail.com ). The 
Mahabodhi Society of India, consisting of Sri Lankan 
Buddhists, holds monthly lectures and publishes a monthly 
journal to promote the legacy of Buddhism and to highlight the 
importance of the site.  
  
A signage project which presents the significant spots in the 
Mahabodhi Temple Complex is underway. A detailed and 

















































The Mahabodhi Temple Complex holds a paramount position 
of importance in the town.  There are plans to illuminate the  
approach as well as the entire Temple Complex at night.  A 
sound and light show on the life of the Buddha and the events 
at this historic site is also being prepared at the behest of the 









































    
c.Protective measures and 
means of implementing them  
The Temple Complex is owned by and is the property of 
the State Government of Bihar, Republic of India  
 
The title of the Mahabodhi temple is vested in the State 
Government of Bihar.  A self explanatory detailed note 
giving the exact legal position is enclosed (Annexure 18)  
 
The Bodh Gaya Temple Act (Bihar XVII of 1949) passed on 
June 19, makes  provision for the State Government to 
establish the Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee 
(BTMC) for the better management of the temple and the 
properties appertaining to it. The Committee works under the 
supervision, direction and control of the State Government of 
Bihar. BTMC was constituted and has been playing this role 
since 1953.   
  
The Act has also provided for the setting up of an Advisory 
Board by the Governor of Bihar which consists of 20 to 25 
members, two- thirds of them being Buddhists and half of 
them being from foreign countries. The Board is constituted 
every two years and headed by an elected  President.  Its main 
function is to advise the Bodh Gaya Temple  Management  
Committee on all matters related to the Mahabodhi Temple 
Complex, its management and protection. (Please see 
Annexure 11 copy of the Bodh Gaya Temple Act, 1949.)  
  
The Mahabodhi Temple is protected by a special Act which has 
been passed primarily to provide for better management and 
protection of the monument  and properties appertaining to it.  
(Please see Annexure 8, a copy of the Bodh Gaya Temple Act, 
1949.)  
  
The Act entrusts the authority of managing the Temple and all 
matters concerning it to a specially constituted Bodh Gaya 
Temple Management Committee which has been shouldering 
this responsibility since 1953.  It is advised by an Advisory 
Board consisting of 20-25 members, representing the many 
countries of the Buddhist world.  The State Government is 
represented by the Collector and District Magistrate of Gaya, 
who is the ex-officio Chairman of the Committee. He is actively 
involved in the decisions taken and ensures that these are 
implemented by all concerned authorities in the Government 




































d.Agency/agencies with  
management authority  
 
e.Level at which management 
is exercised (eg. On property, 
regionally) and name and 
address of responsible person 









The guards and watchmen employed by the BTMC keep a 
day-to-day vigil on the Temple Complex. The State Police and 
the instruments of enforcement of the State Government 
under the direction of the Collector and District Magistrate of 
Gaya are also wholly associated with the protection and care of 
the property.  
  
To protect the Temple’s land from encroachment and building 
of illegal structures, the legal instrument is the Bihar Public 
Land Encroachment Act.  
  
Any finds in the area are automatically also protected by the 
Indian Treasure Troves Act of 1878.   
 
The Notified Area Committee constituted in 1949 and 
governed by the Bihar and Orissa Municipal Act is responsible 
for the maintenance of basic civic amenities in the town of 
Bodh Gaya. The Committee is headed by a Sub-Divisional 
Officer of the State Government and is administered by the 
Collector and District Magistrate of Gaya.   
  
The interests of the Temple are also protected by the Gaya 
Regional Development Authority (GRDA) which is the body 
responsible for the planned development of the Bodh Gaya 
town.  The GRDA acts on the advise of the BTMC and the 
local administration of the State Government in matters 
relating to the Temple and its environs.  
  
The Home Department of the State Government of Bihar, the 
Collector and District Magistrate of Gaya, as Chairman of the 
Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee (BTMC).  
 
The Secretary, Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee 
(BTMC) looks after the day-to-day management of the 
Mahabodhi Temple Complex and the properties appertaining 
to it. His independent financial powers are restricted to 
payments up to Rs. 15,000 (approx. US$ 350) in each instance. 
He also maintains the records of the BTMC and convenes 
meetings of the BTMC. The Chairman, Bodh Gaya Temple 
Management Committee (BTMC) who is the Collector and 
District Magistrate of Gaya implements the collective decisions  
of the BTMC. The overall supervision of the Temple and all its 
























f.Agreed  plans related to  
property (eg. Regional,  
local plan, conservation  
























The addresses of responsible persons for contact purposes are:  
 
Ven. Bhante Prajnasheel  
Chief Monk and Secretary  
Mahabodhi Mahavihar  
Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee Bodh Gaya, 
Bihar  
  
Mr. Brijesh Mehrotra IAS  
District Magistrate & Collector  
Gaya, Bihar, Ph: 0091-631-420005, 420008  
  
The Bodh Gaya Temple Advisory Board and the Management  
Committee have earlier made a detailed development plan 
prepared for the Temple. This development plan covers an 
area of 12 acres around the Temple and envisages the 
making of a Meditation Park, Museum of Buddhism and 
a Reception and Information Centres. The Plan also  
incorporates  landscaping  and improvement of the 
Temple Complex so as  to  enhance  the experience  of  
visiting  the  Temple also. The total cost of this project is 
expected to be Rs. 76,800,000 (approx. US$1,765,500).      
  
Housing and Urban Development Corporation of India 
(HUDCO) have also been entrusted with the job of preparation 
of the detailed development plan for beautification and 
landscaping of the Temple Complex and the township of Bodh 
Gaya with a clear focus  on development  of  tourism and 
heritage conservation. The approach adopted is to prepare a 
holistic development plan with clearly identified projects 
including clear implementation strategies. The focus of the 
development plan will be tourism promotion, while conserving 
the local environment and the local resources.  
   
A Project to provide signages to guide visitors through the site 
and also  to  provide information about the Temple Complex is 
under active consideration with the Department of Tourism of  
























































In 1999, the Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee had 
an evaluation carried out by the Patna Circle of the 
Archaeological Survey of India of the conservation 
requirements of the Mahabodhi Temple and the projected 
estimates of carrying it out. This conservation project has been 
taken up and the physical works costing Rs 35.88 lakhs (US$ 
74756) have been started in February 2002.   
 
The State Archaeology Department of the Government of 
Bihar has also drawn up a proposal for a major project called 
the Mahabodhi Archaeological Development Project for 
Excavation and Conservation with a view to reveal the buried 
ancient city of the Mahabodhi Temple with it’s the many 
mahaviharas or sanctuaries which were built by kings of different 
countries near the temple during the course of many centuries.  
The project  envisages  the excavation of a large area measuring 
820 m x 620 m  which has been further sub-divided in 1322 
trenches each of a dimension of 10m x 10m and dug to a depth 
of 8m. Apart from the excavations which would reveal the 
remains of the ancient monasteries the project also aims at 
re-creating the area to match a depiction of it as seen in a in a  
terracotta plaque of the site found during the excavation of 
Patliputra (the ancient name for Patna, the capital city of Bihar).  
A Master Plan which would recreate the beautiful landscape of 
the Temple Complex as it would have appeared in ancient times 
is envisaged here. Landscaped lawns, flower beds, a deer park 
and meditation areas would help interpret the site to visitors 
along with Information Centres and other facilities to enhance 
the experience of visiting the Mahabodhi Temple.   
  
The Project will include other satellite sites associated with the 
Buddha’s life in the vicinity of Bodh Gaya.  These include the 
mound at a small village across the Nilanjana river which covers 
the remains of a stupa commemorating the offering of a meal 
by a lay person Sujata to the Buddha after he realised the futility 
of severe penance.  
 
The Stupa was constructed by Emperor Asoka in the 3rd century 
BC. The total cost of the entire project is estimated to be Rs. 
190,000,000 (approx. US$ 4,400,000) (figure as given in 1992)  
  
The Mahabodhi Temple enjoys a pre-eminent position of 



















































Bihar. It forms the nucleus of all tourism plans in the region 
The Overseas Economic Cooperation Fund of Japan has 
helped the Government of Bihar in 1995-98  by  providing 
funds for the building of better roads to connect the State 
capital with Bodh Gaya and other Buddhist sites in Bihar.    
The Central and State Governments also plan to connect all 
Buddhist sites through tourism circuits developed for the 
purpose of promoting these sites and connecting them.  
 
The Ministry of Civil Aviation, Government of India are also 
actively considering a proposal for the re-development of an 
airstrip near Bodh Gaya to provide an airport close to the site. 
Maitreya Project, an international NGO who propose to make 
the tallest statue in the world (a Maitreya Buddha statue of  
152.4  metres  height),  have submitted a Feasibility Study 
drawn up by Mott MacDonald (U.K.) for this airport as a 







g.Sources  and levels of 
finance  
The sources for finance for the Mahabodhi Temple are 
mainly in the form of donations and contributions given 
to the Temple by devotees from all over India and from  
Buddhists  from  other countries.  These amount to a 
yearly average to Rs. 2,500,000 (approx. US$57,500).  
   
Over the years the Temple has accumulated a corpus of 
approximately Rs. 7,000,000 (approx. US$ 161,000). This sum 
is kept in the form of a Fixed Deposit in a nationalised bank 
and the interest accruing from it serves to pay for 
administrative costs and salaries of those employed by the 
Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee. The accounts are 
maintained by the Secretary of the Committee.    
  
For the purpose of financing conservation work on the Temple 
there is a separate bank account opened called the Temple 
Conservation Fund which is intended to raise funds through 
contributions solely for this important task. At present, Rs. 
1,500,000 (approx. US$34,500) has already been raised for this 
Fund.  
  
There is an additional income generated by the property of 
owned by the BTMC namely that generated by 27 shops 
constructed by the Committee near the Temple which cater to 
the needs of visitors. This amounts to Rs. 81,000/- (approx. 
US$ 1,900) annually.  Another  Rs. 321,000/- (approx. US$ 
7,400) is earned by way of rent from the Lumbini Guesthouse 
owned by the BTMC.   
 
It may be noted that the BTMC has not imposed any entrance 
fee for visitors or tourists visiting the Temple. The Temple 
receives donations and these have sufficed to meet the 
requirements of the Temple. BTMC acknowledges the 
generous contributions of donors on a Display Board on a daily 
basis. There are detailed records maintained of these donations 
and funds contributed for specific purposes.   
 
The finances available are sufficient for the day-to-day 
requirements of the Temple Complex and for the 
immediate needs of the conservation of the Temple .  For 
the purpose of the redevelopment of the complex and for 
excavation of the area surrounding the Temple, further help of 







h.Sources  of expertise and 
training in conservation and  


























i) Visitor facilities and  
statistics 
Though technical staff for conservation purposes is not 
employed by the BTMC, being accepted as an important 
heritage monument and being the property of the Government 
of Bihar, the BTMC seeks and takes the assistance of the 
Archaeological Survey of India as and when required. The 
Directorate of Archaeology, Government of Bihar also make 
periodic visits to the Temple Complex and carries out an 
ongoing study of the conservation requirements. Please  see  
the  enclosed Archaeological Project for excavation and 
conservation drawn up by the Directorate of Archaeology, 
Government of Bihar (Annexure 21).  
  
No specific expertise or training of any staff member has been 
given as yet to impart knowledge of conservation and 
management techniques.    
 
As the Chairman of the BTMC is the Collector and District 
Magistrate of Gaya, a systematic and well-organised 
management and monitoring system is kept in place.    
  
The day-to-day maintenance and other works are carried out at 
the behest of the Collector and District Magistrate by the 
concerned Departments and Agencies of the State 
Government of Bihar.  These are the Public Works 
Department, the Forest Department, the Gaya Development 
Authority, the Public Health and Engineering Department, the 
Notified Area Committee and the Bihar State Electricity Board.  
 
The main season for people to visit Bodh Gaya is from 
November to February. In this period, an average of 2,000 
tourists visit Bodh Gaya every day.  From March to October an 
average of 500 visitors travel to Bodh Gaya each day. Thus, 
approximately 400,000 tourists visit Bodh Gaya every year. It is 
estimated that 30% of these are foreigners and the remaining 
70% are domestic visitors. On special occasions such as on 
Buddha Jayanti (it is believed that the Buddha took birth, 
attained Enlightenment and left his worldly life on the full 
moon date in the month of May) and other auspicious days 
there are more than 25,000 persons who visit the Temple to  
offer prayers during the course of a single day.  According to 
the BTMC, 60,000 persons visited Bodh Gaya on the Buddha 
Jayanti day in May 2000.  
 
Bodh Gaya is connected by air, the railway network and by 

















































from other cities connecting it to the other major Buddhist sites 
in Bihar. The nearest railway station is at Gaya (the district 
headquarters) 17 kms from Bodh Gaya.  The nearest airport is 
at Patna (commercial passengers flights land there) and there 
are two airstrips at a distance of 10-20 kms from Bodh Gaya. 
These airstrips have potential to be developed as airports for 
commercial flights.   
 
In recent years, the Overseas Economic Co-operation Fund of 
Japan has also given significant financial help for the 
development of the tourism  infrastructure  for the Mahabodhi 
Temple site. A paved promenade has been made to the north of 
the temple which did away with an earlier dirt track which lay 
between the main road and the entrance of the temple.  The 
main road leading to the Temple has been reconstructed and so 
has the highway which connects the state capital of Patna to 
Bodh Gaya (115 kms). Other roads connecting major Buddhist 
centres in Bihar and UP have also been upgraded with financial 
help of the OECF, so as to make a better connected network of 
Buddhist sites. There are two large hotels in Bodh Gaya, the 
Hotel Ashoka, managed by the India Tourism Development 
Corporation and Hotel Siddharth, managed by the Bihar State 
Tourism Development Corporation. In addition to these, there 
are 20 other residential hotels which together accommodate 
more than 1500 persons every day.  Apart from these hotels, 
there are 14 monasteries in Bodh Gaya in which 1000 devotees 
can be accommodated. Currently, these facilities adequately 
meet the requirements of tourists for board and lodging.   
 
There are medical facilities of the State Government by way of 
a Primary Health Centre located close to the Temple, which is 
available to people visiting Bodh Gaya. During festive 
occasions, BTMC also establishes primary health care units in 
14 wards of the Bodh Gaya town.   
  
There are other visitor facilities close to the Mahabodhi 
Temple. These include stalls offering refreshments and snacks, 
chemists, local telephone and long distance telephone facilities, 
fax facilities, shops selling models of the Temple, statues and 
other mementoes.   





















































The main entrance to the Temple has facilities for visitors, 
including a Shoe-house (as visitors are expected to remove their 
shoes before entering the temple as a mark of reverence), 
cloakrooms for men and women, an Information Centre as well 
as a Reception Hall. As the Temple is enclosed by a high 
boundary wall and there is only one entrance and exit to the 
Temple, there is sufficient control over the access to the temple 
for security purposes.   
 
In order to keep the entrance of the Temple free from traffic 
congestion and pollution, the car parking area has been 
removed to a distance away from the temple.  There are further 
plans to decongest the area around the Temple.    
 
Bodh Gaya has been a place of pilgrimage and of learning since 
many centuries.  The town has two Libraries, the Mahabodhi 
Temple Library run by the BTMC and the American Library 
which is in the premises of the Burmese Temple.   
 
The State Tourism Department publishes and circulates 
literature and information about Bodh Gaya and the associated 
Buddhist sites on a regular basis. There is also other 
publications about Bodh Gaya which are available in the 
bookshop of the BTMC as well as other bookstalls in the town 
and in Gaya. Maps and pamphlets about Bodh Gaya are also 
available close to the Temple. Government-approved guides 
also offer their services to the visitors.  
  
A Museum of the Archaeological Survey of India is located 
close to the temple. Some portions of the original railings 
believed to have been made by Emperor Asoka in the 3rd 
century BC and other pieces found at the site are installed in 
this museum. Besides, the Hindu monastery called the 
Ghammanda Giri Ashram also has many large sculptures of the 
Buddha and other Buddhist deities which were found at the 
Temple site.  Visitors and scholars can visit this institution as 






j. Property management plan 
and statement of objectives 







An organised property management structure is already in place 
in the form of Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee, 
which has embarked on structured projects of conservation and 
development. This Committee which was constituted by an Act 
of the Bihar State Government (namely the Bodh Gaya Temple 
Act, 1949, enclosed as Annexure 11), has been carrying out this 



































































































k. Staffing levels (professional, 






The Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee is advised in 
all matters by an Advisory Board which has several  eminent 
international  representatives from Buddhist countries as well 
as representatives of Indian Government, dignitaries and 
elected representatives in the Bihar Legislative Assembly. 
   
The BTMC, the Advisory Board and the District and State 
Government Administration have clear-cut policies for the 
management, protection and administration of the Temple and 
its environs.  These policies are brought into effect, controlled 
and safeguarded by the various legal instruments available to 
the local administration.  
 
A detailed Management Plan duly incorporating the 
above viz the Management Structure, Conservation Plan, 
Development Plan, Excavation Plan and Stakeholders 
forum is enclosed as Annexure 19.  
 
The current staff employed by the Bodh Gaya Temple 
Management Committee is as follows:  
  
Accounts Officer             1  
Librarian                          1  
Asst. Librarian                 1  
Clerk Grade                     6  
Peon Grade                   10  
Night guards                  20  
Gardeners                      10  
Sweepers                        10  
Electricians                      4  
Total Staff Members    63  
  
There are no technical personnel for carrying out conservation 
or restoration work. All such specialized work is carried out on 
behalf of the BTMC by the Archaeological Survey of India and 


















5. Factors Affecting the 
Property 
a.Development Pressures (e.g. 
Encroachment, adaptation, 









(eg. Pollution, climate change) 
(pressures likely to occur in the 
future and  the means to 
contain them need  be 
mentioned )  
The entire property of the BTMC is free of encroachment and 
is in the possession of the BTMC.  
   
There is, however, pressure from construction activity in the 
vicinity of the Temple at present.  This is likely to grow as the 
site becomes further developed and receives more visitors.  The 
legal instruments are, however, available to handle these 
developmental pressures.  
  
There are no industrial or mining activity which may adversely 
affect the Temple and its environment.   
 
Fortunately there is generally a clean and healthy environment 
in Bodh Gaya and around the Temple.  However, a few 
measures required to be taken to protect this environment 
inside the Mahabodhi Temple Complex.   
 
An important need is to control the practice of burning oil 
lamps along the walls and railings of the Temple, which is likely 
to cause damage to the monument. It may be noted that some 
sculptural pieces are being blackened by the burning of wax 
candles as well. This has taken the shape of a ritual in the 
Temple Complex, especially on festive occasions and needs 
very much to be controlled. Necessary action is being taken in 
this regard by earmarking a specific place for this ritual.  
  
The entire Buddhist community representing different 
countries and sects of Buddhism needs to be motivated so that 
this practice may be contained and some alternative may be 
found without offending the sentiments of the devotees. A 
view taken by the Buddhist community in this matter would not 
only benefit the Mahabodhi Temple but all Buddhist sites and 
monuments in the world as the burning of oil lamps and 
candles has become a universal Buddhist practice.  There are, 
however, many places where the Buddhist Rinpoches have been  
persuaded to take an enlightened view to discontinue the 
burning of oil lamps near the place of worship.  Instead, they 
have located a place well removed from the shrine where a 
single oil lamp is kept burning with the offerings made by 



























































Bodh Gaya experiences extreme climatic conditions. During 
the summer months this area records the highest temperatures 
in the state of Bihar.  This makes it very difficult for tourists to 
enjoy the experience of walking around the temple and 
benefiting from the peaceful atmosphere of the site. It will be 
desirable to plant an adequate number of trees in the area 
around the temple site, which would surely effect the 






c.Natural  disasters and 
preparedness (earthquakes, 
















































The Mahabodhi Temple has a strong foundation and has 
withstood the travails of time.    
   
Fortunately, this area has not been known to be prone to 
natural calamities such as earthquakes or floods.  
  
However, since the main temple stands 5 metres below the land 
around it, care has been taken by BTMC to have a good 
drainage system in place. This is cleaned and upgraded from 
time to time.  Since the Temple is at lower level then the area 
around, it is desirable to safeguard its foundations from ground  
water  which  may  flow towards the Temple site.  As a  long  
term  measure,  it  would  be beneficial to  create a drainage 
system of the surrounding land to divert ground water away 
from the Temple.   
  
The Nilanjana river, which is a seasonal river and fills only 
during the monsoons, flows close the temple but has not been 
known to flood in recent times.  
 
Adequate measures have been taken to protect the temple from 
the hazard of fire, such as by the installation of lightening 
conductors and the placement of fire extinguishers and water 
hydrants.  The facilities of the State Department are also close 
at hand to protect the temple in the case of such disasters.  
 
Further, as the Temple and its requirements are constantly 
being re- evaluated by the BTMC, the Advisory Board of the 
Mahabodhi Temple and the State Government, any 
contingency can be dealt with and plans made in time to deal 
with any foreseeable threat to the Temple and its environs.  
   
 
 
On an average, over 1,000 visitors come to the Mahabodhi 
Temple daily. There are about 22 hotels in the town of Bodh 
Gaya. These and the 14 monasteries in Bodh Gaya can 
currently accommodate approximately 2,500 persons every day.  
Therefore, the situation regarding board and lodging of tourists 
is currently under control.  However, there is likely to be 
pressure to construct more hotels and residential facilities with 
which will come the concomitant problems of pressure on civic 
amenities, congestion of the Temple  area, pollution etc. This 
will also result in marring the peaceful atmosphere of this 



















































There is a need to place a limit on the construction of such 
facilities at an early stage so as maintain the spatial harmony of 
the temple town.  This pressure can be controlled by the Gaya 
Rural Development Authority which is responsible for the 
development of the town.  Various legal instruments which 
already exist can be applied where necessary.  
 
A law which limits the height of buildings within areas of 1km 
and 2kms radius around the Temple is also in place and is very 






e.Number  of inhabitants  

















































Nobody lives in the Mahabodhi temple Complex.   
 
There are 10 institutions located in the Buffer area with a 
population of approximately 100 persons.   
  
Bodh Gaya town, where the Mahabodhi Temple Complex is 
located, had a population of 15,724 persons in 1991. According 
to the Gaya administration this population is likely to double in 
the next 10 years.  
  
Appropriate measures need to be adopted to prepare a plan for 
the development of the Bodh Gaya town and its suburbs to 
accommodate the projected population of the town and also 
the increase in the visiting population.  The Gaya Rural 
Development Authority and the Collector and District 
Magistrate who is the Chairman of the BTMC can enforce the 
measures once they are drawn up.    
The number of institutions and residential monasteries and 
hotels need to be limited, taking into account the area of the 
town (which is approximately 8 sq. kms.) and the “carrying 
capacity” of tourists of the Mahabodhi Temple Complex.   
There is need to free the area around the Temple  Complex  for 
excavating the buried temple city of ancient times.   
  
Areas would need to be demarcated to provide for movement 
of people, taking into account the building of the proposed 
Museum of Buddhism,  the Archaeological Museum, 
Information Centres, Meditation Parks and other facilities for 
visitors  such  as  bus terminals, parking, shopping, food and 
entertainment facilities for tourists and devotees. Some of these 
points have already been taken into account in the proposed 
Redevelopment Proposal of the BTMC. Other points need to 
be worked into the project or an additional Bodh Gaya Town 
Development Project which may be prepared.   
  
Over the years, foreign countries have acquired land to build 
temples, monasteries and residential accommodation for 
visiting pilgrims from their countries, in the buffer zone of the 











6.      Monitoring  
  
a.Key  indicators measuring 












































A detailed visual documentation of the various buildings in the 
Temple Complex has been carried out from time to time. This 
could be used as a realistic visual indicator for monitoring the 
effectiveness and state of conservation of the Temple 
The Mahabodhi Temple Complex is monitored and managed 
by the Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee under the 
guidance of the Advisory Board.   The District Administration, 
under the Collector and District Magistrate of Gaya who is also 
the ex-officio Chairman of the BTMC, further monitors the 
working of the Committee and implements the decisions taken. 
The Committee and the District Administration also advise the 
Gaya Rural Development Authority and the local Block 
Development Officer about the necessary steps to be taken to 
protect the environment of the Temple and the development of 
facilities and infrastructure of the Bodh Gaya town.  
 
The Temple is monitored on a day-to-day basis by the BTMC.  
This serves the important purpose of continually assessing the 
state of conservation of different parts of the Temple Complex. 
The Advisory Board of the Temple is also approached by the 
BTMC for decisions regarding the protection, maintenance and 
conservation of the Temple Complex and its environs.  
 
Various parameters are studied which can affect the Temple, 
such as the temperature over a period of time, the levels of 
humidity in the Temple, monitoring of cracks which are due to 
underground water seepage  etc.  This information is provided 
to the Archaeological Survey of India to help monitor the site.   
The Mahabodhi Temple is administered, monitored and 
maintained by the Bodh Gaya Management Committee 
(BTMC). The Secretary of the Committee along with his staff is 
responsible for the day–to-day functioning of the Temple and 
all matters related to its protection and management.  Thus 
there is in place a regular system of monitoring the site on a 
continual basis. The Secretary is responsible for maintaining an 
Inventory of the moveable and immovable property of the 
Temple and for its upkeep.  The Chairman of the Committee 
who is also the District Magistrate of Gaya is responsible for 




















































The interest of the conservation of the Temple are in practice  
monitored quite well as the Bodh Gaya Temple Advisory Board  
has on it eminent international dignitaries and representatives 
of many countries, elected representatives of the Bihar 
Legislative Assembly and  designated authorities of the Ministry 
of External Affairs, Government of India, the Ministry of 
Tourism, Government of India and various Departments of 





c.Results  of previous  
reporting exercises 
(summarizing briefly earlier 
reports in the state of  
The Mahabodhi Temple has been the focus of International 
reverence and attention for many centuries.  Though detailed 
records of the monitoring and conservation of this Temple are 
not available, there is much which shows the obvious and deep 
interest of many kings from various countries to monitor the 
state of this Temple and to conserve it.  
 
In 1987, a two-member committee of the National Research 
conservation of the property and providing extracts and  
references to published sources) Laboratory for Conservation 
of Cultural Property carried  out  a detailed study of the 
conservation status of the Mahabodhi Temple.  It drew 
attention of the authorities to the adverse effect of iron rods  
which were used for repairing the Temple (particularly in the  
northern and southern sides) in the 1880s.  These had, with the  
passage of time, badly corroded, with the result that plaster was  
coming off from the walls. The effects of the growth of algae 
and vegetation on the structure of the Temple were also 
reported as was the deposit of soot on the Temple owing to the 
burning of oil lamps.  
 
In 1999, the BTMC asked the Archaeological Survey of India to  
carry out a detailed assessment of the conservation work 
required at the  Temple.   The Conservation work has since 
been started in February 2002.   
 
The results of the reports of the National Research Laboratory 
for Conservation of Cultural Property and of the 
Archaeological Survey of India have been incorporated in the 





















7.   Documentation  
 
a.Photographs slides and  

















b.Copies  of property 
management plans and 
extracts of other plans relevant 
to the property  
Enclosed is an album of 32 photographs of the proposed site of 
the Mahabodhi Temple Complex and three photographs of the 
other major monuments of Buddhist interest (Annexure 20).      
  
A video film on the important Buddhist sites in India including 
the Mahabodhi  Temple  at  Bodh  Gaya produced for the 
Ministry of Tourism, Government of India  is enclosed 
(Annexure 15).  
 
A VHS video coverage of the “Buddh Mahotsav” (1999) an 
annual event held in Bodh Gaya by the Ministry of Tourism, 
Government of India and another VHS coverage of the 
“Buddha Purnima”, a festival celebrating the birth, 
enlightenment and the passing away of the Buddha (which were 




There is no formal “property management plan” for the 
Temple complex.  However a compilation of various 
plans viz the Conservation Plan, Development Plans etc 
made is enclosed as Annexure 19.  
 
As has already been explained earlier, there is no formal plan of 
management as there is already a structure in place in the   form 
of Bodh Gaya Temple Management Committee constituted 
under the Government of Bihar Bodh Gaya Temple Act of 
1949 “to make provision for the better management of the 
Bodh Gaya Temple and properties appertaining to it”.   
  
In 1997, the BTMC and its Advisory Board carried out a 
detailed survey of the Temple site and a Master Plan for 
Development of the Temple Complex was drawn up. A Project 
Report giving the Design Features and costs for carrying out 
the redevelopment of the Mahabodhi Temple and its Precincts 
keeping  in  mind  the  future needs of the site has also been 























































Further, there is a Plan of the State Archaeology Department to 
excavate 25 acres of land to the west of the Temple.  The 
Mahabodhi Archaeological Project aims at carrying out 
excavation and conservation of this area to reveal the sanctuary 
established in Bodh Gaya in the 4th century by the Sri Lankan 
king Kirti Sri Meghavarma and other archaeological remains 
from the past. (There are historical records which identify three  
major “viharas” or sanctuaries which were built around the 




































d) Address  
where  
inventory,  
records and  
















1. The Mahabodhi or the Great Buddhist Temple, Major-General Sir 
Alexander Cunningham R.E, K.C.I.E., C.S.I.,  W. H. Allen & Co., 
London. 1892  
2. Buddha Gaya Temple - Its History, Dipak K. Barua, Bodh Gaya  Temple 
Management Committee. 1981  
3. Early Buddhist Art of Bodh Gaya, Kalyan Kumar Chakravorty, 
Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers Pvt. Ltd.  
4. Buddhist Cities in Early India, Bodh-Gaya, Rajagriha, Nalanda, Upendra 
Thakur, Sundeep Prakashan. 1995  
5. Gaya and Bodh Gaya-  A Profile, Naresh Banerjee, Inter-India 
Publications. 2000  
6. Buddhist Monuments, Debala Mitra, Sahitya Samsad. 1980  
7. The Way of the Buddha, Publication Division, Ministry  of Information 
and Broadcasting, Government of India. 1995  
8. Bharhut Sculptures, R.C. Sharma, Abhinav Publications. 1994  
9. Studies in early Buddhist Architecture  of  India, H. Sarkar, Munshiram 
Manoharlal Publishers Pvt. Ltd.  1993  
10. Sacred writings ,  Buddhism, The Dhammapada, Quality Paperback 
Book Club, New York. 1987.  
11. The great Buddhist Emperors of Asia, Ven. Dr.  Medhankar, Kashinath 
Meshram, Nagpur. 1997  
12. The Navel of the Earth : The history and Significance of the Buddha, S 
Dhammika, Buddha Dhamma Mandala Society, Singapore.  1996  
13. The Gazetteer of Bihar, Government of Bihar.  
 
 
The  records  of  the  property and inventory and archives of the  
Mahabodhi  Temple are all kept in the office of the Bodh Gaya  
Temple Management Committee. The responsibility of holding these  
is in the hands of the Secretary of the Management Committee.  The  
address is as follows :  
The Secretary  
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Appendix 5 Pamphlet of Recently Built Vietnamese Temple and 





























(Source: Vien Giac Institute 2011) 
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(Source: Heritage Led Perspective Development Plan for Bodhgayā: Vision 2005-2031, May 2006) 
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(Source: Hindustan, 1 Sep 2012) 
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